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ABSTRACT 
Sarah Overbaugh Hallenbeck 
Writing the Bicycle: 
Women, Rhetoric, and Technology in Late Nineteenth-Century America 
(Under the direction of Jane Danielewicz and Jordynn Jack) 
 
This project examines the intersections among rhetoric, gender, and 
technology, examining in particular the ways that American women appropriated the 
new technology of the bicycle at the turn of the twentieth century. It asks: how are 
technologies shaped by discourse that emanates both from within and beyond 
professional boundaries? In what ways do technologies, in turn, reshape the social 
networks in which they emerge—making available new arguments and rendering 
others less persuasive? And to what extent are these arguments furthered by the 
changed conditions of embodiment and materiality that new technologies often 
initiate? Writing the Bicycle: Women, Rhetoric and Technology in Late Nineteenth-
Century America addresses these questions by considering how women’s 
interactions with the bicycle allowed them to make new claims about their minds 
and bodies, and transformed the gender order in the process. 
The introduction, “Rhetoric, Gender, Technology,” provides an overview of 
the three broad conversations to which the project primarily contributes: science and 
technology studies, feminist historiography, and rhetorical theory. In addition, it 
outlines a “techno-feminist” materialist methodology that emphasizes the material 
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and rhetorical agency of users in shaping technologies beyond their initial design 
and distribution phases. The second chapter, “Technology and the Rhetoric of 
Bicycle Design,” describes the context in which the bicycle craze emerged and 
explains how the popular “safety” model responded to users’ concerns about its 
predecessor, the high wheeled “ordinary” bicycle. The third chapter, “Popular 
Magazines and the Rise of the Woman Bicyclist,” offers a glimpse at a genre that 
generated both wider acceptance of the new technology and specific prescriptions as 
to how it might be useful to women. Finally, the fourth and fifth chapters—titled, 
respectively, “Bicycling and the Invention of Women’s Athletic Dress” and “The 
Medical Bicycle”--examine two discourses that shaped the women’s bicycling 
phenomenon, both rhetorically and materially, and that were in turn transformed by 
this phenomenon: the heated issues of women’s dress reform and women’s health. 
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Rhetoric, Gender, Technology: Introduction 
 
 In an 1896 interview with New York World reporter Nellie Bly, Susan B. 
Anthony noted that “the bicycle has done more for the emancipation of women than 
anything else in the world” (9). Given Anthony’s fame as a promoter of women’s 
suffrage, her statement seems surprising in retrospect; the bicycle, unlike the vote, 
has scarcely survived in the public imagination as a primary milestone in women’s 
push for social and political recognition. And yet, Anthony was not alone in her 
sanguine estimations of the bicycle’s transformative power in women’s lives; many of 
her contemporaries expressed similar sentiments. The actress Marguerite 
Merington, for instance, described bicycling in the April 1895 issue of Scribner’s 
Magazine as “a new and wholesome recreation . . . whose pursuit adds joy and vigor 
to the dowry of the race” (703), while Godey’s Magazine reporter Mary Bisland went 
so far as to declare the bicycle “the Pegasus on which the [female] sex will one day 
ride into the fulfillment of all its dreams of universal health and beauty” (388). Such 
comments reveal the extent to which late nineteenth-century American women 
positioned the bicycle rhetorically as a new technology that was somehow uniquely 
suited to meet their needs—one that could deliver them greater mobility and 
independence, improved health and fertility, and even, as Anthony’s statement 
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suggests, a means of upsetting a gender order that had for so long curbed their 
activities and aspirations.   
Given the promise that the bicycle represented, it is no wonder that the new 
industry grew and flourished as it did during the final decade of the nineteenth 
century, spreading its influence over Americans of nearly all classes by 1896 and 
attracting over 3 million women riders by that year (Dodge 42). 1 Yet it is important 
to note that the bicycle did not simply offer such tempting possibilities to women 
riders as a matter of course; it could easily have emerged very differently—as a 
specifically masculine mode of recreation, for example, or as a cleaner and cheaper 
transportation alternative to the horse. Certainly, the many ways that the new 
technology violated Victorian standards of feminine propriety—requiring ungainly 
postures, physical exertion, and practical dress reforms—make one wonder how it 
was that women riders took up the bicycle at all. How did it come to be, then, that 
writers like Anthony, Merington, and Bisland claimed bicycling as an activity that 
would offer their sex so many benefits and opportunities? What particular 
confluence of rhetorical, material, and social conditions facilitated this 
phenomenon? And to what extent did women’s rhetorical interactions with the 
bicycle, both embodied and textual, in deed transform gender relations at the turn of 
the twentieth century?  
This dissertation considers each of these questions, drawing from and 
contributing to scholarship in Science and Technology Studies (STS), rhetorical 
theory, and feminist recovery work in the history of rhetoric and composition. In it, I 
focus specifically on the development of the so-called “safety” bicycle, the two-
wheeled design closest to that with which we are most familiar today, and the one 
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most popular among women riders of the nineteenth century.2  A wide range of texts 
enabled, shaped, and complicated the safety bicycle’s rise to prominence and 
solidified its association with female, as well as male, riders. Popular magazine and 
newspaper articles, trade brochures and pamphlets published by bicycle companies, 
local bicycle club newsletters, personal accounts, fiction, advertisements, 
photographs, and medical journal articles all offer evidence of the negotiations 
underway amongst what sociologist Bruno Latour would describe as the “relevant 
actors” in the bicycle’s integration into late nineteenth-century American culture. I 
count among these “relevant actors” the technologists, fashion designers, 
advertisers, manufacturers, doctors, writers, and of course riders who have left 
traces of their rhetorical and embodied efforts to reconfigure gender, culture, and 
technology through the safety bicycle. I count also the bicycle itself, as a non-human 
actor, or “actant,” that exerted both material and symbolic pressure on the process of 
mutual shifting of culture and technology toward one another, and that was itself 
shaped and reshaped in the process. 3 
By taking into account such a wide range of actors, actants, and texts, I have 
two specific goals: first, I seek to describe, as much as possible, the network of 
cultural, rhetorical, and material forces within which women came to experience the 
bicycle as a transformative technology. The safety bicycle was integrated into 
women’s lives not simply due to the strength of invention or innovation, but due to a 
series of negotiations within which women, along with and often as part of the 
different groups I have described above, participated, through rhetorical and 
embodied activities. This example suggests that marginalized groups today might 
recognize or use in their efforts to establish the transformative potential of new 
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technologies. Second, I argue that women exerted rhetorical influence over the 
development and integration of the bicycle into the fabric of nineteenth-century 
culture. Bicycle riders, though historically excluded from the professional ranks 
within engineering and science, nevertheless intervened as technology users in the 
design and development of the bicycle. This case study has important implications 
for two of the scholarly communities to whom my project speaks, namely STS and 
feminist historiography in rhetoric. 
In what follows, I trace the ways that this project contributes to each of these 
communities, as well as to conversations among postmodern theorists and 
rhetoricians about the relationship between language and materiality. Next, I offer a 
sense of how this case study of the bicycle brings all of these discussions into 
dialogue with one another. In addition, I consider how this proposed union of 
disciplines entails methodological adjustments, which I outline in detail and situate 
within larger discussions about methodologies within rhetorical studies. Finally, I 
preview the content of the following chapters in order to demonstrate how this 
methodology applies to different constellations of rhetorical activity involving gender 
and the bicycle at the turn of the twentieth century.  
 
I. Conversation #1: Science and Technology Studies 
Converging in the past thirty years from a variety of fields, scholars in science 
and technology studies (STS) investigate how scientific and technological 
developments are shaped by, and help to reshape, the cultural, political, and social 
climates from which they emerge. Influenced by Thomas Kuhn’s notion of the 
scientific paradigm shift, these scholars upset the commonsense notion that 
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innovations represent linear improvements over their predecessors, pointing out 
instead the webs of outside influence that determine the success or failure of a new 
technology or scientific belief. For example, feminist historian Ruth Cowan 
Schwartz’s important book, More Work For Mother, argues that household 
technologies in the early and mid-twentieth century often closed off opportunities 
for women to make their work more efficient and effective because manufacturer 
interests stood to benefit from arrangements in which consumer demand was 
maximized. Cowan describes, among other failed innovations, the rise and fall of the 
neighborhood laundry service, as advertisers emphasized the convenience of owning 
one’s own washer and dryer. And Latour considers the failure of Paris’s promising, 
energy-efficient transportation system, Aramis, largely because of the constantly 
changing political climate. Aramis, Latour argues, “died” because “no one loved it 
anymore” (16); that is, scientist interest, politician investment, and material 
innovation did not come together at once. Like these projects, my dissertation 
examines the extra-technological discourses that shaped the bicycle’s emergence and 
that helped to stabilize its meanings and uses among women riders. I suggest that 
the safety bicycle prevailed not only because of its superior material innovation, but 
also because it accorded with specific discourses about gender, class, and health 
circulating within the culture at the time. These discourses were in turn changed by 
the bicycle. 
Like Latour and Schwartz, I seek to problematize heroic or humanist notions 
of science and technology that emphasize the skill or genius of the individual 
scientist or engineer, and that presume that the scientific enterprise is a neutral one. 
Such studies move beyond what Andrew Pickering has described as the 
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“representational” mode of analysis, in which the object of study consists of the 
degree to which a scientific practice or machine matches or responds to objective 
reality, toward a “performative” mode, in which science is regarded as “a field of 
powers, capacities, and performances, situated in machinic captures of material 
agency” (7). Within this mode, the object of study is no longer the ground-breaking 
text or invention, but the individual performances that make up the material-
rhetorical network in which scientific practice occurs, alongside discourses that 
would otherwise be seen to fall outside of scientific purview. This network 
encapsulates what Latour calls “technoscience” and includes, as he describes it, “all 
the elements tied to the scientific contents no matter how dirty, unexpected, or 
foreign they seem” (Science in Action 174). In other words, technoscience includes 
political, economic, and social elements, as well as power relationships amongst 
relevant actors, and even the material conditions in which these actors live. 
Although many scholars have made a shift toward Pickering’s concept of 
performative science, Latour’s actor-network theory (ANT) is probably the most 
well-known example of this mode in action. According to ANT, scholars must 
painstakingly sketch out a network within which scientific or technological 
innovation takes place by drawing from the information provided by each of the 
actors and actants involved. Rather than relying on secondary sources to establish a 
“context” for these innovations, the ANT practitioner’s context is the network, and 
(like an ant) he or she must establish every small connection that makes up the 
larger web, rather than taking large parts of it for granted. The network, of course, 
extends beyond scientists and engineers and thus qualifies as “technoscience” in the 
sense of the term that Latour provides.  
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Though Latour calls for scholars to move far astray from the laboratory in 
reconstructing the network within which science takes place, his own examples (in 
Aramis) reveal that his networks remain tied to the design and distribution phases. 
Though these networks involve politicians and bureaucrats as well as scientists and 
engineers, and though they involve actants as sources of material agency, they do not 
explore the consequences for a technology of user agency, for example, or for 
innovations that occur once a technology has already been established. When Latour 
notes that “a project never stops becoming real” (Aramis 64),  his concept of a 
“project” is one that is still becoming adjusted to the culture of users. Once this 
tuning has occurred, the “project” becomes an “object” in Latour’s configuration, 
thus “becoming real” in the sense that it loses its early elasticity.  
Other scholars, however, argue that even technological “objects” are always 
capable of transforming and being transformed by the social networks in which they 
have become embedded, and that further STS investigations ought to examine 
moments beyond the design phase. Specifically, these scholars point to the role of 
users and practices in configuring a technology’s material and symbolic significance 
in a given culture. Andrew Pickering, for instance, focuses on the ways that material 
agency and human agency become “interactively stabilized” or “tuned” (16) to one 
another. Pickering’s “tuning” metaphor is helpful in that it invokes the sense of 
shared adjustment between different instruments, beginning with cacophony and 
then moving toward harmony. A technology and a culture, with all its components 
(including gender), must similarly work toward a mutual “tuning,” which Pickering 
suggests must work through repeated and routinized practice that occurs over time: 
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Just as the material contours and performativity of new machines have to be 
found out in the real time of practice, so, too, do the human skills, gestures, 
and practices that will envelope them. (16).  
Pickering likens “the real time of practice” to a mangle, the pressing tool once used 
for drying clothing. Just as clothing dried within a mangle becomes  changed in the 
process (in shape) even if it retains its same essential material qualities, technologies 
and humans are similarly transformed in the “mangle of practice.” Whereas Latour 
examines the ways that extra-scientific (or technoscientific) discourses determine 
the conditions under which technologies emerge, Pickering examines the ways that 
technologies continue to be shaped—or mangled—as they are used (or not used) by 
certain groups of consumers, for certain purposes, and under certain conditions.  
Similarly, feminist sociologist Judy Wajcman sees technologies as 
transformed by users; in her view, however, this capacity for transformation remains 
even after humans and machines are “tuned” together through their initial 
encounters. Wajcman argues that “the construction of technologies is . . . a moving, 
relational process achieved in daily social interactions” (39), and she points out that 
“[w]hilst the technology is made into a physical object during production, the 
symbolic meanings attached to it are continually being negotiated and reinvented” 
(47). Because Wajcman and other feminist STS scholars such as Nelly Oodshorn and 
Marilyn Akrich see gender relations as materialized through technology and use, this 
notion that a technology can serve a transformative purpose--that it can always be 
taken up in new ways to new ends by a new social group—opens up possibilities for 
human or feminist agency through technological interactions and appropriations.4  
As Wajcman puts it, such “interpretive flexibility” (47) means that “the possibility 
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always exists for a technology and its effects to be otherwise” (107). Feminists, then, 
ought not view technology through a utopian or dystopian lens, but ought to conduct 
more materialist investigations of technologies so that they can gain a more precise 
sense of what these opportunities might be at a given moment. 
Though Pickering’s “tuning” process leaves technologies somewhat less open 
to continual transformation than Wajcman’s “interpretive flexibility,” both concepts 
suggest the need for scholars to attend the user “skills, gestures, and practices” to 
which Pickering alludes. By examining the ways that humans and machines interact 
beyond laboratories and manufacturing plants, they suggest, we can provide a fuller 
account of technoscience. Because my project investigates the rhetorical dimensions 
of use and practice, and because it involves a technology that has been appropriated 
by a group for whom it was not originally intended, it offers the sort of consideration 
of the transformative potential of “the mangle of practice” that STS scholars have 
come to demand of the performative mode of investigation. My examination of the 
safety bicycle as it emerges and reshapes itself within turn-of-the-century American 
culture offers insight into what this mode looks like; it also demonstrates the extent 
to which this mode is rhetorical. In the next section, I’ll examine some important 
contributions of rhetoricians to STS, and I’ll demonstrate the ways that my project 
extends their work and continues to advance our field’s theorizations of the 
important relationship between technoscience and rhetorical activity. 
 
II. Moving Toward Rhetorics of Technoscience 
Within rhetorical studies, scholars are only just beginning to offer their 
expertise to existing theories of technoscience. Many foundational studies of rhetoric 
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of science (see, for example, Alan Gross or Jeanne Fahenestock) focus on the 
analysis of individual scientific texts, usually foundational ones. They examine the 
persuasive strategies by which an author “succeeded” in conveying the reality that 
lay behind his or her theories and claims. In his recent CCCCs presentation, 
however, Scott Graham urged that scholars working in this area move beyond such 
representational studies, toward a rhetoric of technoscience that takes as its object of 
study the larger network that STS scholars investigate. Such a move replaces the 
close reading of texts with the investigation of intertexts, or relationships among the 
different texts that are connected to a scientific discourse. Graham labels the rhetoric 
of technoscience as Sophistic as opposed to Platonic in its leanings because, in its 
scrutiny of intertexts, it does not separate rhetoric from dialectic, but identifies the 
two as interrelated, even as one entity.  
 A growing number of studies, in addition to Graham’s own, provide a glimpse 
at what sorts of knowledge-making become possible within rhetorics of 
technoscience, whether they use this term explicitly or not. J. Blake Scott’s work on 
home AIDS testing kits, for example, exemplifies what he calls a “rhetorical-cultural” 
approach that seeks to account not for “cultural entanglements as a way to situate 
and elucidate texts,” but for “specific texts as a way to elucidate cultural 
entanglements” (355).  In other words, Scott’s methodology focuses on the network 
rather than on texts themselves, a strategy that allows him to gain a broader 
perspective on scientific practice, even to “evaluat[e] science according to its effects” 
(351) and to respond accordingly by targeting ways to intervene as an activist in its 
workings. Grounded in Latour’s actor-network theory and in the work of Donna 
Haraway, Scott’s case study demonstrates how rhetorics of technoscience can 
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provide rhetoricians with a valuable means of exposing and intervening in problems 
that arise from particular, largely unreflective, epistemic commitments.  
 Charles Bazerman’s investigation of Thomas Edison and the emergence of the 
lightbulb, though without Scott’s explicit activist leanings, also moves toward a 
rhetoric of technoscience in its methods and objects of inquiry. Though Bazerman 
does center much of his study on Edison, he emphasizes the ways that Edison’s 
reputation as a maverick American scientist was constructed in popular scientific 
magazines and journals, and was largely responsible for the funding and support 
necessary for Edison’s electricity venture. Bazerman examines the network of 
collaboration and, often, dissensus among different actors and actants, and he 
attends to the material agency produced by the new technology itself, as it comes 
into existence. Bazerman is interested in “how representations spread from one 
domain to another and translate power within one network to power in another” 
(18), and he emphasizes that a new technology must not only succeed materially, but 
also symbolically; it must “adopt significant and stable meanings within germane 
discourse systems in which the technology is identified” (335)—a process which will 
draw these discourse systems together in “a new configuration” (144), similar to the 
“mangle” and “tuning” process that Pickering proposes. Bazerman’s study, which 
includes close textual and intertextual analysis of memos, sketches, newspaper 
articles, patents, and cartoons, demonstrates clearly the centrality of rhetorical 
activity to technoscience, and points the way for other rhetorical interventions into 
STS. And in its attention to the gendering of the light bulb in advertisements, it 
suggests how symbolic representations of technologies create both material and 
rhetorical effects. 
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 My own project continues in the vein of Scott and Bazerman, drawing heavily 
from the materialist theoretical commitments of STS. Whereas Bazerman’s project, 
like Latour’s Aramis, begins with the invention stage and traces a network that ends 
with the distribution of the light bulb through advertisements directed at female 
consumers, my project examines the ways that the bicycle, once distributed en 
masse, continues through its use and representation in various discursive fields to 
transform gender relations as a symbolic and material object. That is, I trace a 
network among user constructions of technology, and its focus is not only to 
establish the ways that scientists and engineers negotiated the technology’s initial 
emergence within a larger network of actors and actants. Rather, (like Wajcman and 
Pickering)  by focusing on discourse surrounding bicycle use, I suggest that this 
network extended well beyond the confines of scientific enterprise and continued to 
redistribute the symbolic import of the bicycle through negotiations both embodied 
and rhetorical.  
     In addition, my project contributes to a field of study that is surprisingly 
sparse: that of gendered rhetorics of technology. Aside from the aforementioned 
chapter in Bazerman’s book and Katherine Durack’s feminist inquiry into technical 
communication, few rhetorical scholars have sought to undertake examinations of 
women’s participation in technological pursuits, to examine the rhetorical and 
material forces that have curbed this participation, or to seek out redefinitions of 
technology that account for the roles that women have played in innovation. By 
contrast, this dissertation asks: how have women participated in the construction 
and development of science and technology, even as non-experts excluded from the 
purview of science? This question is frustrating as long as one remains committed to 
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the notion of science as a closed field in which trained scientists and engineers seek 
to unlock and exploit the secrets of objective reality. Within such a traditional 
“rhetoric of science,” the story is one of exclusion: historically, women have often 
(though not always, says Londa Schiebinger) been excluded from the organizations 
and opportunities that would allow them to influence the trajectories of medical and 
scientific disciplines.  
When one moves into the realm of technoscience, however, it becomes less so: 
the field of actors expands to include all those who are part of the cultural and 
rhetorical networks in which “science” is embedded, so that women become more 
visible, even vital. And as one moves from a representational mode of inquiry toward 
a performative one, the role of women in technoscience gains still more traction; 
users and consumers of science and technology cease to be passive, become instead 
active perpetuators, complicators, or negators of what ought to count as relevant 
science or helpful technological innovation. Although feminist scholars in STS have 
undertaken investigations that yield these sorts of insights, no study has yet to 
position itself solidly within the purview of rhetorical studies, or to explicate the 
ways that women’s participation in socio-technological transformation is rhetorical 
in nature. This is my task, and in the next section I will situate it within the second 
broad conversation in which my project participates: feminist recovery work in 
rhetorical studies.  
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III. Conversation #2: Feminist Historiography in Rhetorical Studies 
During the last thirty years, feminist recovery work in rhetorical studies has 
served as an important site for theoretical and methodological innovations in the 
field. Since Karlyn Kohrs Campbell’s 1989 publication of Men Cannot Speak For 
Her, scholars have almost constantly discussed and debated appropriate methods 
and objects of study for their task of, as many have put it, ‘writing women into the 
history of rhetoric’ (I’m thinking here of Cheryl Glenn, Andrea Lunsford, Richard 
Lee Enos, Patricia Bizzell, and others).  Barbara Biesecker’s early criticism of 
Campbell’s work, in particular, set off a chain of responses and efforts to articulate 
the purposes of feminist scholarship in rhetoric. By focusing on “exceptional” 
women, speaking in contexts traditionally accepted as primary locations for 
rhetorical action, Biesecker complained that Kohrs was reinscribing the erroneous 
notion that women had been largely absent from rhetorical history. What was 
needed, Biesecker maintained, was a redefinition of what counted as rhetoric--a 
“radical contextualization of all rhetorical acts,” in which “the plurality of practices 
that constitute the everyday [were] conceptualized as a key site of social 
transformation and, hence, of rhetorical analysis” (157). Biesecker’s call for such a 
shift encouraged feminist scholars to move away from the analysis of individual, 
canonical texts, toward shifting intertexts and the collective practices of women 
whose names were not recorded in history.   
In response to Biesecker’s criticisms of Campbell, numerous feminist scholars 
began to voice their own perspectives on the issue of recovery work.5 Patricia Bizzell, 
for example, articulated in her well-known article, “Opportunities for Feminist 
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Research in the History of Rhetoric,” the need for three different broad areas: 1) 
feminist re-readings of traditionally canonized male-authored texts, 2) the recovery 
of women rhetors who have practiced and theorized rhetoric in ways similar to male 
rhetors, and 3) the recovery of “places not previously studied for work by women 
that would not have been traditionally considered as rhetoric.” This final move 
requires the shift that Biesecker notes: the need to “frame arguments redefining the 
whole notion of rhetoric in order to include this work by women” (51). Other 
categorizations include similar mandates for a redefinition of rhetoric as a possible 
area for feminist inquiry; in Anglo-American Feminist Challenges to the Rhetorical 
Traditions, Krista Ratcliffe, for instance, calls for scholars to “extrapolate rhetorical 
theory from non-rhetorical texts” and to “conceptualize new theories of rhetoric” (2).  
Such mandates have been enormously productive for feminist scholars 
working in the history of rhetoric. Since the mid-1990s, rhetoricians have not only 
performed the first two moves that Bizzell advocates, they have done much to further 
the final project to which she, Biesecker, and Ratcliffe allude. Carol Mattingly, Anne 
Ruggles Gere, Wendy B. Sharer, and others have each examined the collective 
practices of women’s groups, thus upsetting the notion of the “exceptional” woman 
rhetor as the sole possesser of a feminist rhetorical heritage. In arguing for the 
educational and political significance of these groups’ practices, scholars have 
rearticulated rhetoric more broadly, and have shifted their theoretical commitments 
accordingly. Other scholars—Susan Wells and Jordynn Jack, for instance—have 
investigated women’s intervention in professional fields, tracing their rhetorical 
influence in traditionally male dominated areas and examining their strategies for 
research and self-representation. And still other scholars have argued that behaviors 
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not usually conceived of as rhetorical have in fact provided women with valuable 
strategies for making their perspectives known in situations where they would or 
could not otherwise be heard. Cheryl Glenn’s consideration of women’s use of silence 
and Carol Mattingly’s examination of dress offer strong examples of this kind of 
work.  
My dissertation draws from these projects and responds to Bizzell’s call for 
research in a number of ways. I examine a myriad of interrelated collective practices 
in which women engaged, forming what Nancy Fraser might describe loosely as an 
“alternate pubic” within which they established and addressed their own concerns 
and provided members a sort of technical education. Late nineteenth-century 
women belonged to bicycling clubs, joined one another for less official recreational 
rides and riding lessons, used the bicycle materially as transportation to political and 
social club meetings, and shared a number of texts that helped them to understand 
their new activity in particular ways. They wrote and read handbooks detailing the 
challenges of learning to ride the bicycle, as well as other topics: bicycle safety, 
maintenance, and tips for representing oneself before skeptics of women’s bicycling. 
They wrote and read, as well, fiction featuring bicycle-riding heroines, narratives 
about their own personal efforts to learn to ride, and opinion pieces about such 
widely debated issues as appropriate dress and posture for the woman bicyclist. 
From these different texts, as well as from pictures and scrapbooks that they kept, we 
can piece together much about the sorts of collective practices in which they 
engaged, and much about the ways that these practices helped them to take control 
of their own representation and to envision new possibilities for their health, 
happiness, and relations with the men in their lives.  
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Significantly, also, my project extends Biesecker’s call for a closer 
consideration of “everyday” rhetorical activity to include not only explicitly literate or 
political practices, but embodied practices as well. Central to the notion of the 
everyday, of the repeated practices that Biesecker suggests ought to be key sites for 
rhetorical investigation, is the body: what could be more everyday than the way we 
move through space on the way to work, for example, or the way we dress and groom 
ourselves? Feminist scholars have yet to fully embrace this notion of everyday 
practices, though they have attended so productively to everyday textual practices, 
which are only a small part of the whole. Why might they not consider embodied 
practices as well, which make up such a large part of the “everyday”? Perhaps they 
have hesitated to do so because of the residual effects of the common derogation of 
the post-Enlightenment mind/body man/woman split. Strengthening the 
connections between women’s rhetorical activity and their bodies may seem like a 
step backward. Perhaps, also, they have shied away from examining women’s 
embodied everyday practices because of the methodological challenges that such a 
task would create: how does one recover practices that have not been recorded in any 
archive? What does this problem do for the collection of evidence, for instance, or 
the presentation of arguments as specifically belonging to rhetorical theory? Finally, 
it is likely that feminist rhetoricians have not sought to recover women’s embodied 
practices because they do not feel absolutely that such practices are in fact rhetorical. 
This concern, as well as the others, is a significant one, and in the next section I will 
attempt to describe what is at stake, as well as to offer some suggestions for how 
feminist rhetorical scholars might look beyond these issues and concerns.  
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IV. Conversation #3: Rhetoric and “Embodied Practices” 
What do I mean when I argue that women’s “embodied performances” were 
themselves rhetorical, and themselves contributed to the network about which I have 
been speaking? In suggesting that the body is a location within which meanings are 
generated, reflected, complicated, and contested, of course, I follow a long line of 
postmodern theorists who have made similar claims outside of the purview of 
rhetorical studies, and whose perspectives have helped to bring about the shift 
toward performance as productive of power. Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu, 
Judith Butler, and Michel De Certeau, for example, have all suggested the degree to 
which bodies—in their movements, gestures, adornments, categorizations, and 
locations—are subject to disciplinary power, and that they reproduce, complicate, or 
challenge that power through these same avenues. Foucault’s notion of the 
historically contingent docile body, for instance, demonstrates the ways that modern 
power circulates, keeping members of a society “docile” through invisible coercion 
rather than, as in past eras, explicit coercion. The body that has been trained to 
modern docility, notes Foucault, is one that “may be subjected, used, transformed, 
and improved” (136) through normalizing judgments that exert their influence in 
medical, educational, and correctional settings, among others, and that mask 
themselves as natural, even as beneficial, to the individual. 
 Central to this process of naturalization is what Bourdieu describes as 
“habitus,” which he defines as “ways of being that result from durable modification 
of the body through its upbringing” (142). Through repeated practices and 
accumulated expectations embedded in a specific cultural and historical context, the 
  
19 
 
body develops “schemes of perception, appreciation, and action” which are 
“immediately present”—that is, natural in that they are undetected by the individual. 
As Bourdieu notes, just as “the body is in the social world . . . the social world is in 
the body” (152); this  observation explains how the body alters or stabilizes existing 
social configurations. More specifically, Butler sees bodies as implicated in social 
constructions of gender, a term she defines as “the repeated stylization of the body, a 
set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to 
produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being” (44). Within the 
frameworks laid out by each of these postmodern theorists, the body’s repeated 
performances and accumulated habits are both central to the circulation of 
meanings, as well as to the maintenance (or toppling) of power structures and social 
relations.  
Though all three theorists suggest that bodily performances offer individuals 
possibilities for socially and politically transformative power, however, none 
elucidates these possibilities as clearly as De Certeau. DeCerteau’s notions of the 
body’s hidden, individualized “tactics” as counterparts to officially or generically 
authorized “strategies” demonstrate the limits of disciplinary power as Foucault 
imagines it. The person, for example, who while at home moves or talks or dresses 
differently than while at work or in public, or who (as in deCerteau’s famous 
example) walks through the city by untold routes rather than by well-traveled or 
recommended ones, maintains a space that is unavailable for social surveillance, and 
that thus keeps alive some degree of bodily resistance to modern normativity. Often, 
too, these “tactics”—through repetition and increased visibility—become strategies, 
at which time they influence the sorts of small and large social and political 
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transformations about which Foucault and Butler, in particular, speak. Significantly, 
however, DeCerteau does not make the case that such practices fall clearly into a 
category of intentionality; instead, he suggests, they hover “in the interstices between 
intention and subjection, choice and necessity, activity and passivity” (xix). This 
break with intentionality—or really, with the importance of the question of 
intentionality—is a significant move toward acknowledging the significance of bodily 
activity to the production of meaning.  
Clearly, the work of all four of these scholars is of great use to a project like 
my own, centered as it is around a technology that requires a very specialized sort of 
bodily performance, and around a group of gendered bodies whose cultural milieu 
indoctrinated many of them (the middle and upper classes, certainly) into conditions 
of embodiment very incongruous with this sort of bodily performance. Women 
riding safety bicycles intended for men, certainly in the earliest years of the 1890s, 
were certainly engaged in tactical performances, to use DeCerteau’s term: they acted 
in violation of the naturalized bodily habitus that Bourdieu suggests would have 
been inscribed on their bodies through socialization, and they did so often covertly, 
in man’s dress (a tactical performance in itself) or in private settings only. Only over 
time, and with the repetition and public exposure that was gradually facilitated 
through advertising and other, less overt, forms of publicity and ideological 
endorsement, did women’s bicycling become a strategy. This shift, from tactic to 
strategy, redistributed the rigidly maintained “stylization of the body” about which 
Butler speaks, and thus the gender order with which she is concerned. And in the 
process, it redistributed the rhetorical and material  connotations of the bicycle, as 
well.  
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In part for the reasons I suggested in the previous section, rhetoricians are 
still grappling with the significance of the body’s entrance, via postmodern theory, 
into their field of study. Their hesitance stems, as well, from the ways that this 
entrance ensures the dissolution of traditional notions of rhetorical practice, 
delivery, and theory. The body’s capacity to generate meanings of its own, in 
collusion with or in juxtaposition to the texts and speeches of individual rhetors that 
have until recently made up our realm of expertise, brings with it methodological 
and theoretical quandaries as well as disciplinary boundary-blurring. 
A number of rhetorical scholars have begun to attend to the these quandaries 
in their research and to grapple with the problem of how to incorporate embodied 
practices into the purview of rhetoric. Debra Hawhee, for example, has contributed 
to the historicization of the mind/body split by offering a view of what rhetorical 
education looked like before its initiation. Hawhee considers ancient Greek 
rhetorical education, within which she argues that rhetorical practice, political 
participation, and athletics were often one and the same (6). Hawhee suggests the 
pedagogical potential of bodily training as a means by which habits can be formed, 
strengthened, or denaturalized, and in which we might come to value “a form of 
knowledge production that occurs on the level of the body, displacing the mind of 
consciousness as the primary locus of learning” (9). Hawhee’s study allows 
rhetoricians to think of the body as a productive location for power that can be 
enhanced through education, and it acknowledges the role of the body in producing 
discernable meanings.  
Carol Mattingly’s investigation of the rhetoric of nineteenth-century women’s 
dress similarly acknowledges this role. Mattingly offers a theoretical extension to the 
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canon of delivery in her attention to the deliberate strategies of women rhetors to 
convey an acceptable ethos to audiences through their clothing as well as the words 
they speak. Nonetheless, she notes in her introduction that she has deliberately 
confined her investigation to “women whose highly visible careers drew comments 
from audiences that are still available and for whom some trace of intention and 
regard for appearance and dress’s impact on ethos is evident” (5). This 
methodological decision confirms rhetors’ intentionality as an essential boundary 
containing rhetorical recovery work, if not rhetoric itself; Mattingly felt 
uncomfortable speaking of the rhetoric of dress without offering evidence that her 
subjects were deliberate in their strategies.  
Nathan Stormer’s recent theorizations of the relationship between rhetoric 
and materiality, however, move further afield from a scholarly focus on the rhetor’s 
intentional strategies for self-representation and argument. In his “Articulation: A 
Working Paper on Rhetoric and Taxis,” Stormer criticizes traditional tendencies to 
limit what constitutes the category of “rhetoric” to “the individual’s capacity for 
rhetorical action through bifurcating language and the world” (258) . Instead, he 
advocates a model of rhetoric that does away with this bifurcation – one that is, as he 
puts it, “an exquisite, even infernal, imbrication of meaning, matter, and action” 
(262), and one in which order precedes language, rather than the converse. 
Rhetorical action begins with performance and leads to language, in Stormer’s 
configuration. As a result, he advocates (similar to Biesecker) that feminist scholars 
working in the nineteenth-century ought to focus not on individual rhetors or even 
on texts or explicitly literate practices, but on “micro-practices,” including “mundane 
and trivial practices . . . and how those acts were routinized and dispersed” (259). By 
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beginning with “a space, an image, a canonized activity, or a network of 
relationships” (259), we can better understand the ways that meaning, matter, and 
action come together in the formation of culture. Though Stormer does not explicitly 
say so, such a model is one in which intentionality must take a back seat to 
performance, as performance precedes the possibility for language. For example, 
Carol Mattingly’s nineteenth-century orators’ embodied practices and material 
realities create the possibility for their intentional strategies of dress, as through 
repetition of certain clothing practices they develop an awareness of these strategies 
that they could not have articulated outside of the order they have participated in 
creating. Stormer’s perspective on the relationship between language and order—or 
rhetoric and materiality—is performative, in the same sense as Foucault’s notion of 
disciplinary power is performative and Latour’s notion of technological innovation is 
performative. His work points attention not only to the important pedagogical 
purposes of the body (as Hawhee’s does) or to the relevance of the body as a source 
of rhetorical strategies for conveying ethos (as Mattingly’s does), but to the body as a 
location that is as acceptable a location for the origin of meaning as the mind. A 
rhetor’s intentionality becomes secondary in such a scenario.  
This dissertation follows not only the postmodern theorists I have mentioned 
above, but also each of the rhetorical scholars I described here. Like Hawhee, I am 
interested in the technical and embodied education that women bicyclists gained 
from bicycling, as consubstantial with literacies more traditionally construed. Like 
Mattingly, I am interested in nineteenth-century women’s awareness of dress as a 
physical marker and as a strategy for assuring one’s acceptance in realms where one 
might not otherwise be accepted—whether that place is the speaking pulpit or the 
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racetrack. And like Stormer, I am interested in everyday or “micro” practices as 
important origins for meaning that have been understudied amongst rhetorical 
theorists, because of their relative inaccessibility by traditional research methods. 
The bicycle, after all, was a technology that shifted women riders’ micro-practices in 
ways that seemed startling to both their supporters and their opponents; in their 
repeated riding, they instituted a new order and, in Stormer’s configuration at least, 
opened up new possibilities for language through that order. In the next section, I 
draw from prior conversations amongst feminist rhetoricians before clarifying my 
own methodology for investigating the way this order, and its accompanying 
language, developed around the technology of bicycling. 
 
V. Situating Techno-Feminist Rhetorical Methodology  
Feminist methodologies, particularly when they require researchers to piece 
together scant evidence, have often been the site of intense debate and clarification. 
In response to Xin-Liu Gale’s criticisms of their (separately undertaken) recovery of 
the classical thinker Aspasia, for example, Susan Jarratt and Cheryl Glenn each 
defended the appropriateness of what Jarratt describes as “speculative leaps” 
necessary “to imagine the world differently from the way it has been handed down to 
us” (391), in situations in which what we traditionally view as evidence is limited. 
Glenn identifies the methodology problem as intrinsic to the task of writing women 
into the history of rhetoric generally, noting that such a task necessarily “interrogates 
the availability, practice, and preservation (or destruction) of historical evidence, 
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and simultaneously exposes relationships of exploitation, domination, censorship, 
and erasure” (389).  
Glenn’s observation is particularly significant to a project like my own, in that 
I seek not only to perform rhetorical readings of under-valued women’s texts 
traditionally construed, but also of less traditional texts whose traces often  simply 
cannot be found, because they are not even recognized as texts: those of embodied 
practices and material objects. To be sure, one can examine traditional texts in order 
to find the suggestion, through narrative or statistical information, that women were 
engaging en masse in bicycle riding, and that the bicycle was a symbolic object that 
they used conscientiously. And, perhaps closer to the boundaries surrounding 
rhetorical studies, one can examine photographs and extant objects—such as bicycles 
and bicycle clothing that remain from the period in question—in order to suggest 
that such performances were “everyday” in certain areas of the country and among 
certain groups. Nonetheless, much of this information is subject to a lot of gray area; 
while we can know that one million women bought bicycles in 1894, for instance, it is 
much harder to get a strong sense of how often and under what circumstances they 
actually rode them. And while we can know from their editorials and journal entries 
that they thought deeply about what sorts of clothing were appropriate to bicycle 
riding (a question that was closely related to what sorts of bicycle riding were 
appropriate for women), we cannot often know the extent to which they sought 
deliberately to use dress for political aims. Such quandaries ensure that I, like 
Jarratt, must make some speculative leaps in asserting the centrality of women’s 
embodied practices to the rhetorical work that they did in the 1890s aboard the 
bicycle.  
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These are speculative leaps that I am willing to make and to justify. Just as 
Patricia Bizzell noted in her defense of Jarratt, Ong, and Glenn, the question that 
Gale raises is really one about the degree to which rhetoricians can dislodge concepts 
of “truth” from what has until recent postmodern theory seemed like its natural 
companion: objectivity. Can truth be something other than objective? Can it still be 
felt, inferred, sensed without objective evidence of itself, if the lack of objective 
evidence speaks more to the record-keeping and recording habits of those 
historically in positions of power than it does to the plausibility of alternate versions 
of history? Bizzell suggests that it can, so long as researchers are willing to own up to 
the limitations of the evidence they have collected, and to be honest about their 
personal and emotional investments in the readings they undertake.  
For my own project--drawing as it does from actor-network theory, with its 
commitment to meticulous fact-collecting from actors and actants as the basis for 
sketching out a network—such an acceptance of positionality and speculation 
requires some methodological adjustments. On the one hand, Latour criticizes those 
who rely on secondary “contexts” without looking at all the primary information that 
can lead one through a socio-technical network; like Gale, he wants evidence aplenty 
in support of every assertion. On the other hand, Latour falls short of sketching 
networks into patterns of use, a fact which prevents him from theorizing the ways 
that “projects” continue to exert material agency and transformative potential even 
once they have become technological “objects.” In other words, he reinscribes the 
notion that users (and often users have been women) are merely passive recipients of 
technological “objects,” once scientists, engineers, politicians, and bureaucrats have 
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succeeded in negotiating their separate visions for what a technological project might 
become.  
The network that I seek to sketch out—one that takes into account gender, 
technology, and both embodied and textual practices—is more sparse than the 
modern context for Latour’s Aramis. This is the case because 1) it is historical, and 
features texts and material objects that may not be preserved, 2) it involves 
embodied activities, which are especially difficult to preserve without the sorts of 
“speculative leaps” of which Jarratt speaks, and 3) it involves users, whose 
interactions with technologies are often embodied as well, rather than textual, and 
thus difficult to recover. This sparseness requires, as I have suggested, that I make 
some methodological adjustments, drawing from both feminist historiographers, 
rhetoricians of science, and STS scholars in developing a hybrid method for 
describing my network and recovering the actors and actants within it.  
Specifically, my “techno-feminist” rhetorical methodology involves the 
following moves: 1) exploring the conditions of possibility; 2) mapping out the 
network of traceable discourse involving women and bicycling; 3) performing close, 
intertextual reading on constellations of texts within the larger network; and 4) 
extrapolating from these texts the nature of the embodied activities that they 
described, prescribed, or otherwise complicated.  
First, I follow Blake Scott’s rhetorical-cultural mapping in exploring the 
different “conditions of possibility” surrounding the bicycle during the 1880s and 
1890s, in order to account for the safety bicycle’s success in asserting its dominance 
amongst Americans. These conditions of possibility, centered largely at the design 
and innovation stages, form the beginning of an ANT-inflected socio-technological 
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network, and help me to identify actors and actants within the “project” as it initially 
appeared. Next, I perform what I call a “techno-feminist mapping” of discourse 
surrounding the bicycle, looking especially for constellations of discourse involving 
both bicycles and women, whether as authors, subjects, or possible intended 
audience members. These constellations form tropes through their repetition in 
many texts, both locally and nationally distributed. Their wide circulation 
throughout late nineteenth-century American culture tells us much about the 
process by which women and bicycles became “tuned” to one another. 
 My intention in emphasizing such constellations is to locate densely 
populated spaces within the network within which I can investigate in the spirit of 
actor-network theory—that is, not making large leaps supplemented by outside 
contextualization, but drawing generalizations as entirely as possible from close 
intertextual readings of primary material. Essentially, through this mapping, I ask: 
with what did women’s bicycling articulate during its initial period of “tuning” to late 
nineteenth-century American culture? How and by whom did this articulation 
initiate, and to what ends? I make no claims that the constellations under study were 
the only significant sources of discourse about women and bicycling; they are only 
representative shards of a much fuller past—launching off points for speculation 
about what embodied activities lay behind them. 6 
In the final chapters of this project, I explore two such constellations of 
rhetorical activity: those surrounding dress and health. As I do so, I attend to spaces 
of inference—similar to Jarratt’s speculative leaps about Aspasia. It is through these 
spaces, the vague outlines of which I access through my close readings of traditional 
texts and through examinations of photographs, illustrations, and material objects, 
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that I can reach toward the recovery of everyday embodied rhetorics—which I regard 
as themselves rhetorical in nature. My techno-feminist methodology, then, seeks not 
only to examine the bicycle’s shaping as a symbolic object through its articulation 
with different discourses (specifically, dress and health), or its reshaping of 
femininity through these same discourses, but also the ways that both of these 
transformations occurred within the context of the embodied acts of users.  
 
III. Chapter Outlines 
 The chapters map the articulation of women and bicycles during the turn-of-
the-century bicycle craze, moving outward from the workshops and manufacturing 
sites in which the safety bicycle was physically designed and innovated, toward other 
sites in which it was shaped by users as a symbolic object. In particular, I have 
isolated specific locations—rhetorical constellations of discourse about women and 
bicycles--within what must inevitably be a larger network, in order to demonstrate 
something of the continuing dynamic among gender, technology, and use that this 
bicycle case study represents.  
The second chapter, entitled “Technology and the Rhetoric of Bicycle Design,” 
considers the design phase of the safety bicycle, in order to trace the technoscientific 
forces that led to the emergence of the vehicle that women began to ride in the 
1890s. Through examples of other machines that emerged from the period, it 
demonstrates the broader conditions of possibility within which this vehicle 
emerged, and demonstrates how the transition away from the so-called “high 
wheeler” popular among young men during the 1880s was initiated by a call among 
some, but not all, male riders for less dangerous, less skill-based machine. This 
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transition was a point of struggle amongst different rider groups who emerged as the 
high wheeler decreased in cost and increased in availability, and as riders lobbied for 
improved roads that facilitated the expansion of bicycling as a hobby geared toward 
leisure travel as well as racing. Numerous models, of varying speeds, heights, and 
degrees of difficulty in mastery competed for the consumer market. When wealthy 
northeastern women took up one of these models, the safety, they unhinged the 
masculine gendering of the bicycle, contributing to its success over its competitors, 
and initiating not just a design innovation but a transformation in who might ride 
and in what venues they might do so. Because the high wheeler had become, in the 
efforts of riders and designers to race faster, so extreme in the danger it represented, 
the safety bicycle appeared tame and nearly universally accessible in contrast. 
Although some contemporary scholars might view the raised seat and handlebars, 
the drop-frame, and the skirt guard that emerged as design options for women riders 
as a form of “technological scripting” (Oodshorn) these riders into conservative 
roles, these design choices were initiated by riders themselves and enabled the 
technology to spread beyond only those who were willing to depart entirely from 
physical conventions. These choices, literally, regendered the bicycle, making it an 
adaptable technology for use by both men and women.  
 The third chapter, “Popular Magazines and the Rise of the Woman Bicyclist,” 
moves beyond the design phase in which the safety bicycle became a material object, 
toward the marketing and promotion of the new technology. The bicycle industry 
and the new mass circulation magazine industry enjoyed a close relationship at the 
turn-of-the-century. Because of with its myriad of sub-genres situated in proximity 
to one another, the popular magazine genre promoted specific ideas about who 
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ought to ride bicycles, why they ought to do so, and in what circumstances. Often, 
they did so often within “themed” bicycle issues; when, for instance, short romantic 
stories featuring male and female bicyclists were placed beside informational articles 
about how to bicycle, the radical effect of these stories was tempered and a new 
model of courtship was normalized. Women played a large role in the success of 
these magazines, both as writers and as readers, and their pivotal place in these 
magazines influenced the ideological content therein. At the same time, the popular 
magazine promoted bicycling so heavily that this new genre facilitated massive 
increases in the number of riders; it cultivated desire amongst women readers and 
encouraged the sort of visibility without which the new technology could not have 
taken on significant new symbolic meaning.  
 The fourth chapter, “Bicycling and the Invention of Women’s Athletic Dress,” 
examines one important constellation within the socio-technical network: the 
question of bicycle dress. In it, I take up Pickering’s concept of tuning in order to 
demonstrate the ways that women, as users whose interactions with the bicycle were 
tied closely to their ability to maintain an acceptable appearance while riding, 
continued to exert force on both the material design of the bicycle and on its 
symbolic value through their discussions about what sorts of dress might be 
appropriate for women riders. Clothing was part of what Ruth Cowan Schwartz 
might describe as the “technological system” that needed to be in place in order for 
women to ride, and yet, it took several years in coming. Writing in local bicycle 
newsletters as well as mass circulated popular magazines, women speculated about 
what dress might be appropriate, and they experimented by developing and sewing 
various patterns representing, to varying degrees, the degree to which riding 
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signified the shifting of the gender order. Different clothing emerged from these 
experiments through both embodied practices, like sewing and bicycle riding, and 
textual ones, like writing and reading. Dress, like the bicycle itself, was a technology 
in which gender was both materialized and transformed, and it was an avenue 
through which women users exerted power within the larger techno-scientific 
network.  
 The fifth chapter, entitled “The Medical Bicycle,” examines medicine and 
health-related discourses that impacted and were impacted by women’s bicycling.  
This chapter examines how the bicycle as a symbolic object and a specific cultural 
commonplace—that of women’s physical frailty—mutually reshaped one another 
within Pickering’s “mangle” of practice.  When women riders and bicycle 
commentators offered a compelling counterargument to doctors’ long-standing 
claims of women’s frailty, the changing medical establishment reasserted its 
authority over the new activity by changing the terms on which it based its 
arguments.  The broad new perspective that resulted rendered the metaphor of 
women’s “limited bodily economy” untenable, replacing it within medical journals 
with new language suggesting, rather, an infinitely renewable bodily economy 
reducable to its parts and in need of constant medical scrutiny.  
 Finally, the project’s conclusion examines the contributions this case study 
offers for the different conversations in which it seeks to participate: namely, 
feminist rhetorical scholarship, STS, and material theories of rhetoric.  I argue that 
scholars in these areas ought to attend to the rhetorical and material implications of 
a technology’s use by a given group of people in order to complicate understandings 
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of the interactions between users and innovators, rhetoric and materiality, and 
embodied and textual practices.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
1 This includes only the number of bicycles that were sold. There is no way to account 
for those that were sold but scarcely ridden, those that were sold to individual 
women but were shared and ridden in groups, or those that were simply rented for 
afternoon excursions in parks and resorts.  
 
2 The safety bicycle, like today’s bicycles, was characterized by its two equal-sized, 
low-riding wheels. Its label differentiated it from the older “high wheeler” that  I 
discuss in Chapter 1, as well as from other models (tricycles, unicycles, tandem 
bicycles, etc) that competed for prominence during the 1880s and 1890s.  
 
3 Latour refers to non-human actors as “actants.” 
 
4 Wajcman, of course, is not alone among feminist scholars in noting the 
transformative potential of technology. She warns, however, against liberal 
feminists’ utopian notions that women ought to embrace technology categorically, as 
an inherently positive force in their lives. 
 
5 Campbell’s reply to Biesecker’s criticisms, in which Campbell defended her work 
and maintained that she had included collective practices within it, launched some of 
these articulations of feminist methodology.  
 
6
 Neither are the women whose voices emerge from these shards the only women 
who rode bicycles during the 1890s. This project’s primary focus on white, middle-
class women living in the eastern states is the result of the methods, which rely on 
accessibility of materials.  Nonetheless, as the price of the safety decreased and as 
rentals became available, women of nearly every class had access to the wheel for 
purposes of transportation and recreation. Also, there is ample evidence that women 
in the western states rode bicycles readily, and I have included their perspectives 
wherever possible. Certainly, they were among the readership of the many of the 
magazines and newspapers that I reference. Finally, I have found photographs of 
African American women riding bicycles (Denver Historical Society). Although the 
prestigious League of American Wheelmen excluded blacks from membership, many 
African-Americans did ride in their own clubs and races. The great African-American 
bicycle racer Major Taylor from Indianapolis broke color barriers, becoming one of 
the most successful sprinters of the era (Ritchie 42). 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Chapter 2: Gender and the Rhetoric of Cycle Design 
 
Held in Philadelphia, the Centennial Exhibition of 1876 promised to showcase 
to the world the greatest in American industrial innovation. The show sprawled over 
236 acres of land, including a $4.5 million exhibit hall to rival London’s Crystal 
Palace; it featured new technologies ranging from the typewriter to the telephone to 
an electric railway that circled the grounds to pick up and drop off spectators 
(Goddard 67). In addition to these innovations, however, the Centennial Exhibit also 
marked the unexpected introduction of a curious artifact developed across the 
Atlantic: a British-made fifty-four inch “ordinary” bicycle, ridden by the English 
champion racer David Stanton. Unlike the French velocipedes that Americans had 
embraced briefly in the previous decade, Stanton’s bicycle was clearly not built for 
just anyone to ride: standing nearly five feet tall in front with only a small, sixteen 
inch tire behind, it demanded discipline, balance, and daring simply in mounting. 7 
In compensation for these challenges, however, Stanton’s Ordinary was fast (its 
enormous front wheel guaranteed that it be so) and light, thanks to the thinner, 
lighter steel tubes that Britain’s booming Coventry cycle industry was developing. In 
the weeks preceding his visit to the Exhibition, in fact, Stanton had bested American 
velocipede champions and even trotting horses without fail, proving his Ordinary’s 
superior capacity for speed and demonstrating, as one newspaper reporter put it, 
“powers of endurance . . . never before seen in this country” (qtd. in Herlihy 179). 
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After the Exhibition, he returned home to England having collected “quite a large 
number of orders” (qtd. in Herlihy 181) for Coventry cycles costing between $150 
and $175 apiece – equivalent to nearly $2000 today. At least a few Americans who 
could afford it had caught on to the potential of the Ordinary, or “high mount,” 
bicycle.  
As it turned out, these few were the first of many. It wasn’t long before the 
self-styled “Colonel” Albert Pope of Hartford, Connecticut -- himself having 
witnessed the high wheel at the Exhibition -- was leading the way in developing an 
American bicycle industry to rival that of Britain, buying patents for all parts 
involved in high mount bicycle manufacture and selling his own “Columbia” 
ordinaries for $90 (Goddard 14). By the early 1880s, other manufacturers were 
developing wheels of their own, and the high mount had captured the enthusiasm of 
thousands of young, middle and upper class American men eager to demonstrate 
their speed, agility, and courage in a new, bureaucratic era in which these qualities 
seemed to be waning.   
Though a very few women rode high wheels during this time period – notably, 
Annie Oakley performed on one, dressed in buckskin and a cowboy hat and shooting 
at glass balls (Goddard 75) – the Ordinary bicycle craze of the 1870s and early 1880s 
was a highly gendered, as well as classed, phenomena. Women aboard high wheeled 
bicycles were universally ridiculed; not only did the traditional high mount expose 
the legs and force riders to straddle the saddle, its use by women violated its most 
fervent enthusiasts’ affirmations of the uniquely masculine courage and skill that it 
required of riders. If these enthusiasts envisioned any role for women in the high 
mount community, it was a spectator role, as one 1882 Pope Manufacturing 
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Company advertisement suggests: the young woman looks on admiringly at the high 
mount rider as he rides by. When James Starley, the leader of the Coventry bicycle 
industry, attempted to sell a specially adapted ladies’ high mount in the mid-1870s, 
he designed the machine so that the rider sat side-saddle to the right of the cross bar, 
a decision which prevented her from having to assume a straddling position but also 
proved dangerous: it left the rider unable to break a fall to the left (Figure 1.1). Few 
or none of these machines were sold to the public (the woman pictured is Starley’s 
niece), and the masculine gendering of the bicycle went virtually uncontested or 
discussed throughout the early 1880s, serving to reinforce the Victorian gender order 
within which social and biological differences between the sexes were perceived as 
maximized. 8 
 
Figure 2.1 Ladies’ Coventry High Wheel Bicycle 
  
38 
 
And yet, within a very few years, Susan B. Anthony would offer her famous 
observation that “the bicycle has done more for the emancipation of women than 
anything else” (Bly 9). And by 1896, when Anthony made her claim, literally millions 
of women of even moderate means were riding so-called “safety” bicycles costing 
between $25 and $100 – riding them not only for entertainment and exercise, but 
for transportation and medical and therapeutic purposes. These lower-to-the-ground 
“safeties,” as they were called, were equally popular among men, having virtually 
relegated the Ordinary to an old-fashioned object of nostalgia. Aboard safeties, 
women were riding alongside men on unchaperoned tours, or amongst groups of 
women unaccompanied by men. And in their private journals and public 
commentaries, they expressed repeatedly their belief that bicycle riding had 
transformed their lives, even as it had transformed, both literally and culturally, the 
design of the bicycles themselves.  
How did this rapid and unanticipated change occur? By what mechanisms did 
the somewhat obscure artifact that David Stanton used to gain the respect of 
American manufacturers and innovators come to have such a place in the lives of a 
group whose interests appeared so alien to those of the male riders I have just 
described? In this chapter I begin to answer these questions by examining the 
material and rhetorical explanations that lie in the bicycle’s transformation from 
high-wheeled Ordinary to low-wheeled safety. The high mount or Ordinary bicycle, 
as a material artifact, represented and sustained a rhetorically constructed, 
historically contingent version of masculinity that waxed and waned in its strength 
through continued (or discontinued) rhetorical and physical practices by users, 
designers, and outside commentators alike. As this bicycle physically changed, its 
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rhetorical articulations changed as well, causing its user group to expand and 
disperse along lines of both class and gender, and in turn leading to additional 
physical changes in bicycle design. Sociologist Andrew Pickering describes this 
process, in which the material and the rhetorical alternate in asserting themselves, as 
a “dance” of agency that results, in time, in the stabilization or “tuning” of a 
technological within a given cultural moment, amongst a given group of users. 
 In what follows I turn specifically to bicycle technology as a location from 
which to monitor the material and rhetorical “dance of agency” to which I allude. 
How did rhetorical activity on the part of not only designers and manufacturers, but 
also users and commentators9 generate changes in design? And, in turn, how did 
bicycle design changes open up or close down conversations already underway 
among these same groups? In asking these questions, I interrogate, along with most 
contemporary scholars of science and technology (see, for instance, Bruno Latour, 
Judy Wacjman, Pickering, and Wiebe Bijker), notions of innovation that 
retrospectively impose linear “improvement” on a technology already in existence. 
For instance, I do not suggest that the low-wheeled safety bicycle about which 
Anthony enthused is the necessary “improvement” to succeed the high mount. 
Rather, I trace the design changes that eventually resulted in the safety’s advent as 
emerging from a complex web of rhetorical, as well as technical and social, 
negotiations that guided the direction of change from numerous locations: not only 
the manufacturing plant, but also the popular magazine, the travel journal, the trade 
catalogue, and the user testimonial directed at bicycle designers. 
In tracing the trajectories that these diverse persuasive efforts took, I will 
examine specifically what I call “problem topoi” about the bicycle – often conflicting, 
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always changing commonplaces that appear in a range of user and commentator-
produced texts and reflect and promote users’ and designers’ perceptions of the 
bicycle’s purpose, and hence its “problems.” As I suggest, the problems that 
designers, users, and commentators identify at a given moment in bicycle design are 
neither solely material nor solely rhetorical; rather, they are located at the 
intersection of rhetoric and materiality. Specifically, the problem topoi function to 
guide innovation by pointing to a mismatch between “actual artifact” (bicycle as 
experienced by present actor) and “ideal artifact” (bicycle as envisioned by actor), 
thus directing design changes down certain avenues and not others. Both actual and 
ideal artifacts, too, are mediated through rhetoric and materiality: riders’ 
perceptions of each of these objects are enabled and constrained by the potential that 
rhetoric and materiality permit, although, as Wajcman notes, there is always 
possibility for technological resistance, and these perceptions are mutable through 
changing performances. Because their effects can be traced to many sources, 
technical and non-technical, finally, these “problem topoi” point to the messiness of 
what lies both within and without the official boundaries of scientific practice: in 
addition, they offer opportunities for the user and commentator, as well as to the 
designer and manufacturer, to influence the design process--a move that is crucial to 
understanding the role that late nineteenth-century women played in gendering the 
bicycle and influencing its design.10 
 First, I will return to the high mount Ordinary as a technological artifact that 
articulated its users, its nonusers, and its uses, in very rigid ways. I’ll highlight the 
fairly consistent design features which ensured its success as a technology that 
supported a certain brand of masculinity, and I’ll consider the problem topoi which 
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shaped its evolution: namely, the comfort problem, the speed problem, and the 
durability problem.  Next, I’ll look at some other cycles that designers developed in 
response to these problem tropes, with varying levels of success and popularity 
among users. I’ll speculate specifically about the ways that these machines were 
gendered, as well as the different user groups to whom they attempted to appeal. 
Finally, I’ll trace the emergence of the safety bicycle as a response to and redirecting 
of the problem topoi already generated, and I’ll consider the ways that this response 
refigured gender as well as design.  
 
I. Speed, Stunts, and Headers: The Daring Wheelman on the 
Ordinary 
 
When Mark Twain first learned to ride the high mount in the mid-1880s, he 
described his experience humorously in terms that emphasized both his wonderment 
and his initial ineptitude: 
You hop along behind it on your right foot, resting the other on the mounting 
peg, and grasping the tiller with your hands. At the word, you rise on the peg, 
stiffen your left leg, hang your other one around in the air in a general and 
indefinite way, lean your stomach against the rear of the saddle, and then fall off, 
maybe on one side, maybe on the other; but you fall off. You get up and do it 
again; and once more, and several times. (Twain 79) 
Twain’s frequent falling was hardly an exception and it might not have been an 
exaggeration: the high mount required riders to get atop the often five foot tall 
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bicycle only once it was actually moving, and it had no mechanism for resting the 
feet once the rider was mounted, since it had no gears and was directly connected to 
the wheel itself. (If the pedals did not move, the wheel did not move, either.) 
Complicating matters further, the high mount rider had to lean backwards while 
going down hills to prevent the machine from tipping forwards and causing a 
“header” – a phenomenon that was scarcely unusual on the increasingly neglected, 
heavily rutted roads that spanned America in the years of railroad dominance.  
Nonetheless, young middle and upper class American men were not deterred 
by these challenges from attempting the high mount. In 1880, for instance, a Boston 
Globe reporter commented that “The steeds of steel may be found reposing in the 
entries of all the principal dormitories” (qtd. in Herlihy 196) of Harvard College. And 
fresh from a bicycle tour through England and Wales, young Albert DuPont Chandler 
enthused of the unique virtues of bicycle riding for men “who lead sedentary 
occupations in the manifold walks of life, - apprentices, clerks, students, business 
men, professional men, physicians, teachers, clergymen, and others” (145). 
Particularly in the Northeast, bicycle clubs formed among middle and upper class 
young men eager to train and race in groups; these all-male clubs, which numbered 
over forty by 1880, often included uniforms, chants, mottoes, and newsletters for 
their members (Goddard 74), who assembled regularly for both races and touring. 
And in May of that year, Pope declared the founding of the League of American 
Wheelmen, an organization dedicated to uniting all the clubs under the banner of 
one national organization concerned, as its constitution declared, with 
“ascertain[ing], defend[ing], and protect[ing] the rights of wheelmen” (Spalding 
285). (Figure 2.2) 
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Figure 2.2 “High Wheel Bicyclists.” Wichita-Sedgwick County Historical Museum, 1885. 
 Within bicycle clubs, young riders relished the apparent difficulty and danger 
of their novel hobby. Will Robertson of the Washington Bicycle Club, for instance, 
practiced riding his American Star down the steps of the Capitol early in the morning 
to avoid arrest (Dodge 71). Many others, too, participated in grueling “six day” races, 
in which riders covered as many miles as they could during the said time-period, 
stopping only in short bursts for refreshment and naps. Still others undertook (and 
wrote accounts of) bicycle voyages ranging from Thomas Stevens’ well-documented 
trips around the world to regional excursions like Chandler’s.  11 For these voyagers, 
the bicycle constituted an opportunity to demonstrate masculinity that was at once 
modern and virile, bringing together the best of the old and new worlds between 
which riders saw themselves hovering. 
 What is interesting about Twain’s description and the activities of his 
contemporaries, however, is not so much the difficulty or danger they experienced 
but their understanding of its appropriateness: unlike today’s anxious parents 
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watching their little children learn to ride, nineteenth century enthusiasts of the 
Ordinary bicycle saw themselves as engaged in a challenging and daring activity, so 
falls were not design flaws but expected badges of honor. That is, club riders and 
designers did not see the difficulty of mounting and maintaining the machine as 
problematic or unsafe, because they envisioned its worth as encapsulated in its 
speed, danger, and durability rather than its safety. In this sense, the high wheeler 
has modern analogues, for example, in the snowboard or the surfboard. 
Hence, Twain laughs about his scrapes in a way that we would not laugh, for 
instance, about being burned by our oven, which we do not want to experience as 
requiring special skill or willingness to experience discomfort. Similarly, bicycling 
school owner Charles Spencer assured readers of his high mount instruction book 
that learning to ride “requires, I need not say, a certain amount of strength and 
agility. Nothing but a good running hop will give you time to adjust your tow on the 
step as it is moving” (qtd. in Bijker 38). And in their trade catalogue, the makers of 
the American Star described falls or “headers” as “an experience which any bicycler 
knows may occur to him at any time, despite all the care he may exercise,” noting 
that “[e]ven to the most expert of riders such an accident may prove serious, and he 
of necessity counts the chances of it as one of the prices he must pay for the 
pleasurable excitement of the exercise of his skill” (284). In this way, bicycle 
manufacturers tacitly affirmed the need for skill in riding, directing their innovations 
not toward increasing the ease with which the bicycle might be ridden, but toward a 
different set of design problems: namely, the aforementioned “comfort problem,” 
which they saw as stemming from the high mount’s predecessor, the “bone shaker” 
velocipede; the “speed problem” which both reflected and encouraged the prevalence 
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of racing in bicycle sport, and the “durability problem,” which indicated that users’ 
dissatisfaction stemmed not from falling so much as from damaging their wheels 
when they did so.  
Each of these problem topoi with the high mount – comfort, speed, and 
durability –served for a time to confirm the high mount’s supremacy among 
available bicycle designs. The continued popularity of the high wheel, for instance, 
was maintained in part by the continuance of the comfort problem, as it provided 
riders with relative protection from the vibrations of the road even as it helped them 
to cover more ground with fewer revolutions. In addition, the high wheel addressed 
the speed problem, a priority that was reflected in the prevalence of bicycle race 
results in advertisements for different models of bicycle, such as in one Pope ad 
featuring a list of speed records accomplished on the company’s popular Columbia 
bicycle (Figure 2.3). These records, which range in distance from a quarter mile to 
1404 miles serve as a frame around an image of a young male rider. 
Because of the continued connection between increased speed and improved 
innovation, the Ordinary’s height continued to creep upwards during the late 1870s, 
reaching well over five feet for many riders, who could pedal the big wheels by means 
of varied size levers rather than standard-size pedals (Dodge 64). In addition, the 
large wheel also served another important, though unstated, function: it served to 
enhance the daring associations between this brand of bicycle and its prospective 
rider, who was most certainly male and likely a member of the middle or upper 
classes.  
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Figure 2.3 Columbia bicycle advertisement with racing records, 1885. 
In looking at the artifact that resulted from the relationship between these 
design innovations and the problem tropes I have just described, it is clear the 
Ordinary virtually eliminated most potential buyers from the bicycle’s clientele, 
including older men and boys as well as women. Similarly, the call for greater 
durability to withstand falls increased the price of the high mount well beyond that 
of the velocipede and ensured its place as an elite pastime rather than, for instance, a 
practical mode of transportation or even a widespread national recreation. Greater 
durability also meant greater weight, and thus constituted another physical barrier 
for the aforementioned groups entering the sport. The extent to which these 
concerns could emerge as a “problem,” however, depended not simply on their 
inherent relevance but also on the persuasive pressure exerted among prospective 
users, commentators, and designers; faced with an ‘actual artifact’ that met certain 
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needs, they had to envision and articulate an ideal that served other purposes, for 
other users, beyond the sprint and endurance racing, stunts, and touring popular 
among male club riders. 
Wiebe Bijker and Judy Wajcman each refer to the degree to which such 
envisioning of alternate possibilities is likely as the “interpretive flexibility” of a 
technology (Bijker 74). When a technology is harnessed for purposes or audiences 
other than those in current fashion, its dominant problem tropes and design 
strategies may evolve, making it, in a sense, more flexible: old and new possibilities 
compete, mingle together, and reconstitute under the pressure of persuasive forces 
emanating from different directions. New tropes and design strategies are 
necessarily shaped by their predecessors as well as by the new forces acting upon 
them. This expansion in users happened gradually in the 1880s, as the bicycle’s 
visibility increased through the efforts of bicycle clubs, the popularity of races, and 
the sheer number of riders – over 20,000 were sold in 1882 alone (Goddard 79). As 
more prospective riders expressed an interest in bicycle riding, two new problem 
tropes emerged that shifted the persuasive roles of the speed, durability, and comfort 
tropes and threatened the stability of the Ordinary: the emerging problems of safety 
and accessibility. 
In America as in other countries, rider, commentators, and manufacturers  
alike began to envision a bicycle that would offer the fun and challenge of the high 
mount without the danger it presented. In the July 1884 issue of the Springfield 
Wheelman’s Gazette, for example, one author commented that “It is better to make 
safe machines than to pooh-pooh the fears of people who don’t want to get their 
craniums cracked” (qtd. in Herlihy 226). Rather than glorifying the danger of the 
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high mount and those who embrace it, this author calls upon practicality and can-do 
American ingenuity to suggest that safety is not a weak priority.  
Closely allied to safety concerns was the parallel problem of accessibility: as 
the sport grew, manufacturers and users alike lamented that its full potential could 
not be reached unless a safer design permitted a larger group of riders to participate. 
In the Pope Manufacturing Company owned Bicycling World, for example, one 
author reflected in 1885 that “This country needs safety bicycles, for there is a large 
class of would-be riders who are deterred from enjoying the sport” (qtd. in Herlihy 
226); interestingly, the statement asserts a “need” for the “country” – a need to be 
filled by Pope’s company, as a means of promoting more “enjoyment” as the high 
mount market became saturated. Such a need represented obvious advantages to 
bicycle manufacturers like Pope, who sought out a larger clientele. Nonetheless, 
individuals did express the desires of which the Bicycling World author speaks. For 
instance, a rider testifying in Field magazine claimed that “having personally learned 
and enjoyed to ride a modern 50-inch machine, I am convinced that such a vehicle is 
not the place for, say, a middle-aged Paterfamilas, or, in fact, for any man who has 
to work his brains during the principal portion of the day” (qtd. in Herlihy 167) – a 
stark reversal of the Field writer’s declaration just a few years earlier. To this rider, 
the Ordinary was appropriate only for “a young man” because of the “tumbles one 
must go through to learn to ride,” “the difficulty of mounting and dismounting,” and 
“the impossibility of resting when mounted” as well as the “croppers” (meaning head 
injuries from falling off). His list resituates some of the same rituals that Twain 
considered with humor in his own recounting; here, however, the challenges of 
riding the high mount are grounds for rejecting the machine altogether rather than 
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in marveling at the process of learning to ride. This man’s testimony demonstrates 
the emergence of a new kind of user – one who is older or more settled, of perhaps 
the same class, and who shies from the challenges considered most attractive to the 
standard high mount user. In addition, his voice complicates notions of masculinity 
promoted by the Ordinary by articulating the potential drawbacks of physical injury 
and bravado. 
Within advertisements and trade catalogues for Ordinary bicycles, too, the 
emphasis on safety becomes apparent, eclipsing details of racing records as a 
primary means of establishing or asserting a bicycle’s worth. The manufacturers of 
the 1888 Springfield [Ordinary] Roadster, advertise their machine in their trade 
catalogue as “The Only Absolutely Safe Wheel Against “Headers,” promising that the 
bike “commends itself to business men and all other riders as being the only safe 
wheel to ride under all circumstances” and offering a full page explanation entitled 
“Why Headers Cannot Be Taken.” Testimonials from “gentlemen” riders included 
within the catalogue, too, emphasize the safety of the experience while suggesting 
that the thrill of riding will not be compromised: as one man reports, “I have ridden 
over all kinds of obstructions slowly and at full speed; and I have never yet had the 
little wheel leave the ground. The obstructions varied in height from two to eight 
inches.” (5). The intent of the Springfield Roadster catalogue is clear: to reassure 
riders that safety aboard a high mount is within their reach through careful design 
(though exactly how this design works is not clear). Nonetheless, the effectiveness of 
this reassurance is contingent on material evidence (are headers really impossible?) 
as well as on the relative stability of prospective bicycle users and purposes, who, in 
the catalogue’s envisioning, remain roughly the same as for any other Ordinary.  
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While this outcome remained to be seen, few riders by the last few years of the 
1880s could ignore the increasing perception that bicycle riding ought to be safer in 
order to reach a wider audience and to fulfill new purposes. American bicycle 
manufacturers were broadening their focus, attempting in various ways to provide 
new demographics of riders with alternative machines while still offering the classic 
high mount experience to their original clientele. Though these demographics 
usually did not explicitly include women, they did not always exclude them, either – 
leaving the possibilities for who might ride alternative machines as vague as they 
were clear in the case of the high mount. In the next section, I will sketch out the 
ways that the growing rhetorical force of the problems of accessibility and safety 
loosened the congruity between bicycling and masculinity, creating a diversity of 
wheels potentially available for women’s use.  
 
II. Expanding Safety and Accessibility 
 
Although responses to the design problems of safety and accessibility were in 
some ways endlessly versatile, they involved two basic strategies: offering an 
alternate machine to accompany the existing high mount and making changes to the 
high mount itself. Each offered a different conception of the potential users and 
purposes for the machine in question: whereas the modified high mount kept the 
user base relatively stable, maintaining an emphasis on skill and challenge to appeal 
to a slightly wider group of male hobbyists, the alternative cycles -- including the 
tricycle, the Sociable, and numerous other variations as well as the safety bicycle – 
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were not merely new artifacts, but materialized representations of whole new groups 
of potential riders that often explicitly included women. 
Numerous manufacturers, believing in the inevitability of the high mount’s 
dominance of the market, focused their attention on its modification rather than on 
providing alternate models to new groups of riders. The Eagle Bicycle Manufacturing 
Company, for instance, sought in its 1890 trade catalogue (Figure 1.4) to market its 
reverse high mount (which positioned the little wheel in front to avoid headers) as 
sharing in common with the Ordinary the challenge and intensity of speed, but 
without the danger of headers. In aligning itself in this way, Eagle – like the 
Springfield Roadster Company -- maintained its attentiveness to the middle and 
upper class male audience, as well as its attitude that bicycling should remain a 
masculine hobby. And it attempted to discredit the increasingly popular lower 
wheeled safety bicycle by calling on the notions of challenge and intensity:  
While the low small wheeled “Safety” has been the means of bringing into the 
ranks of wheelmen many who would never have attempted to ride a high 
wheel, it would render cycling a very tame sport, and the pleasure of “runs” 
would lose much of their life and interest, if they consisted only of plodding 
along, down low in the dust, with one’s calves at the mercy of every dog that 
chances to rush out. (7) 
Here the writer positions the safety as at once uninteresting and, paradoxically, 
dangerous and unhealthy, retaining a connection between his own product, the 
Eagle, and the masculine “runs” of the elite clubs to whom he is still directing his 
appeal. 
  
52 
 
In addition, the author of the Eagle trade description does much to situate its 
product as separate from the safety, and as offering things that the safety cannot:   
We do not by any means wish it understood that The Eagle is a wheel on 
which any one with little or no knowledge of the art of cycling may mount and 
ride with security, or that a person who has been afraid to ride the Ordinary 
will find it an easier wheel to master; for we will say candidly that it is not.” 
(7). 
The writer’s reference to the “art” of cycling and its implied difficulties suggest a 
resistance to both the safety and its closely aligned trope of accessibility; for him, a 
bicycle that does not require “knowledge” before mastery is not a real bicycle at all, 
but an impoverished version of the machine. Similarly, he notes that:  
If the Eagle offers greater difficulties to the beginner, it is because it gives 
much more in return when once mastered. There are very few 
accomplishments of any value that can be gained without practice, and that 
which takes the least time to learn is usually the least valuable when learned. 
(7) 
The implication, of course, is that the experience of riding the safety bicycle will not 
result in an accomplishment of value – a proposition which assumes that potential 
buyers are seeking accomplishments rather than transportation or even relaxation. 
And while the writer adamantly defends the safety of the Eagle, he does so by 
referring to race results, a strategy of the high mount community for settling 
questions of superior design: “The silly questions regarding its chances of tipping 
over backwards . . . have been fully answered this past season in track and road 
races, in hill climbing contests, and in reports of results in almost every cycling paper 
  
53 
 
during the season” (2). Interestingly, the author uses the trope of speed to combat 
the trope of safety, not asserting directly that no one has fallen off of the bicycle, but 
rerouting the concern to the race track. In doing so, he challenges readers to identify 
themselves with one trope or the other, and suggests that their selection reflects the 
strength of their masculinity. To be certain, the appeal of the Eagle Manufacturing 
Company’s bicycle depends on the continued association of the bicycle – whether a 
classic Ordinary or an innovation – with masculinity, skill, and daring, and on the 
desire of the rider to remain aligned with these specific qualities. 
 
Figure 2.4 Eagle Bicycle Company trade catalogue image 
If this was the case for the makers of the Eagle, it was not so for those 
manufacturers who posited transformed machines aimed at a new clientele: these 
manufacturers served to loosen the binds connecting skill, masculinity, and the 
bicycle, and to replace them with other connotations by offering alternative wheels.  
In an 1882 pamphlet, for instance, the Marine Bicycle Company of Portsmouth, NH, 
offers a vision of bicycling far from that practiced by male riders of the Ordinary: a 
two seated machine for riding on the water. The writer describes the marine bicycle 
  
54 
 
as attractive specifically to “those who live near navigable waters,” and positions it as 
“a sailor cousin” to the Ordinary. Significantly, however, the marine bicycle includes 
“a ladies tricycle seat and protective screen,” and comes in a separate “Sociable” 
model that will carry two persons together. The marine bicycle, then, contrasts the 
Ordinary not only in its position in the water, but also in its gendered associations: 
this machine, unlike the Ordinary, is a leisure machine intended for courtship. As the 
term “cousin” suggests, it is related but distantly so. The author notes: “My lady 
friends are enthusiastic over it, as its complete management is at once acquired, and 
they avoid the long and ungraceful process of learning to row.” Hence, the marine 
bicycle is not a machine for demonstrating skill, but recommends itself for the ease 
with which one can maneuver it. These two associations – with sociable riding and 
with ease – offer good examples of the merging of interpretive flexibility and design, 
as the shift in purpose yields a different technological result altogether, as well as a 
different set of actors. Seated within the marine bicycle, women become relevant 
actors in a way that weren’t before; they are not  standing on the sidelines of a race 
admiring the daring Ordinary bicyclist; rather, they are seated with him, and their 
approval is based on their own participation (although the prospective buyer is still 
male, seeking to impress the ladies). 
Similar to and ultimately far more influential than a novelty item like the 
marine bicycle, the tricycle offered the most significant alternative cycle to gain 
popularity during the mid-1880s. Both visually and socially, the three wheeled 
machine, like the marine bicycle, did not directly challenge the high mount’s 
dominance, but offered a cycling option for a completely different audience: the 
Paterfamilias mentioned above and, importantly, women, who could sit upon its seat 
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without having to straddle its cross bar. Whereas the high mount was aligned with 
skill and mastery, the tricycle, like the marine bicycle, suggested ease and relaxation 
to a broad spectrum of people, thus solving the problem of accessibility and 
suggesting an entirely different set of purposes for the machine. As an 1885 
newspaper ad from the Overman Wheel Company promises in large letters: “You 
Can Ride a Tricycle!” The words set up an implicit contrast between the tricycle and 
the bicycle, with its skill requirement and exclusive masculine appeal. The ad 
describes the machine as one which “fits the whole family” as well as “doctors, 
lawyers, clergymen, ladies – young and old – and businessmen of all classes.” The 
explicit mention of “ladies – young and old” here performs important work, clouding 
the gender of cycling, if not of bicycling, by mingling this new group among the 
groups previously identified with the high mount (Figure 2.5). 
 
Figure 2.5 Overman Tricycle advertisement 
A different Overman ad, featuring high mounts and tricycles side by side, was 
released for Valentine’s Day 1885 and points more emphatically to women’s 
potential as tricyclists. The ad features three images of cycling, each at a different 
time of day. At the top, a group of male high mount riders enjoy the sunrise together; 
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in the middle, a single male high mount rider cruises slowly alongside a single female 
sitting beneath him on a tricycle, and at the bottom, the masculine group of high 
mounters have returned to ride together at dusk. Hence the tricycle, pictured in only 
one of the three images and never by itself, is a companion machine to the high 
mount -- a courtship tool that enables women to take part in a men’s sport in a 
limited way without threatening to change it significantly.  
 If the tricycle addressed the problems of safety and accessibility, it remained 
closely aligned with the Ordinary in its conception of the bicycle as a primarily upper 
class hobby. The Overman ad announces explicitly: “The Queen has three tricycles,” 
a fact which circulated through the cycling community and did much to generate 
interest on both sides of the Atlantic. The Queen did in fact own three tricycles – 
purchased in Conventry after she saw one ride past her carriage – and her 
participation in the sport likely assist in enhancing the acceptability of what might 
otherwise have been a scandalous activity for women (Bijker 64). The relative prices 
of the tricycle and high mount, too, suggested the tricycle’s luxury, as it remained 
more expensive by up to 50 percent. One catalogue, for example, advertises the 
bicycle as costing between $122 and $134 “with delivery,” whereas the tricycle cost 
$160 “crated and ready for delivery.” Hence, the three-wheeled machine, like the 
Ordinary, remained an object of luxury, even if those to whom it was directed strayed 
from the original high wheeler group.  
 In addition to expanded access only to those women who could afford it, the 
tricycle situated itself in other ways that had lasting repercussions for women’s 
riding. Whereas the Ordinary was potentially hazardous to its daring riders, the 
tricycle figured as a bringer of improved mental and physical health to riders. As one 
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woman told the Sporting Journal of Chicago in 1885, for example, “I ride for both 
health and pleasure” (qtd. in Herlihy 227). And the 1885 Overman ad helped to 
circulate this trope by announcing that tricycle riders should “look out for changes” 
in their health: 
No more medicine! No more headache! No sleepless nights!  
You will have muscles, appetite, self-reliance, a clear head, vigorous good 
humor.  
You can’t be sick and ride a Tricycle. They don’t go together.  
Doctors ride and recommend them. (1885 Overman ad) 
 
As I discuss elsewhere in my dissertation, the association between cycling and health 
was as essential to the way that Americans conceived of women’s riding as adventure 
was to their understanding of men’s riding. In the era of the so-called “Woman 
Question,” when doctors scrambled to treat women for so-called “modern” ailments 
like neurasthenia, the “problem” of women’s health was already built into American 
culture, and it is hardly surprising that bicycle manufacturers offered their products 
as “solutions.” The specific conditions – sleepless nights, self-reliance, good humour 
-- mentioned in the Overman ad would all have resonated with the middle or upper 
class woman of the day as having a feminine appeal. At the same time, these 
conditions all reinforce the restricted nature of the tricycle with regards to class; just 
as the working class man did not have time or need to pursue adventure on the 
Ordinary, the working class woman was too busy to suffer from the malaise of the 
ideal tricycle rider, whose days were open for therapeutic activity.  
Overall, the popular gendering of the tricycle and high mount as companion 
vehicles demonstrate what Bruno Latour, Marilyn Akrich, and Nelly Oodshoorn 
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describe as “scripting,” a phenomenon which occurs when “representations of users 
become materialized in the design of the new product” and when technologies 
“attribute and delegate specific competencies, actions, and responsibilities to users 
and technological artifacts.” Oodshoorn speaks specifically of a “gender script” (10) 
that positions male and female users differently in relation to a technology, 
attempting to permit different options for each while closing off others in design. The 
high mount rider, for example, physically towers above the tricycle rider, who sits in 
a semi-reclined position between her wheels rather than above them, her dress 
minimally changed for bicycling because she is able to avoid straddling the machine. 
(Figure 2.6)  
 
Figure 2.6 Pope Manufacturing Company advertisement, 1884. 
Advertisements like the one above served both to demonstrate the courtship function 
of the two types of machines and to clarify the different roles that male and female 
riders would play. Significantly, also, because of the smaller girth of the high mount, 
this high mount rider is able to go where he pleases, whereas the tricyclist is limited 
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to wide and relatively untraveled roads like the one pictured. The script, then, is built 
into the respective designs of the two machines, limiting the experience that riders of 
each can have and thus, in this case, working to conserve the existing gender order. 
If we look only at the designs and advertisements for the two machines, we conclude 
that the tricycle functions neither to threaten nor to transform the Ordinary, but to 
complement it, as many Victorians felt that the sexes ought to do to one another.  
If, however, we consider the unintended variations that each of these two 
machines had in use – that is, among users – we encounter the limitations of the 
script: it can only partially regulate the behavior of the individual rider. Oodshorn 
recommends a constant cross-scrutiny of both designer and user in assessing the 
impact that technological scripting actually has on the user; in the case of the tricycle 
and high mount, we might ask: to what extent did these machines, despite their 
apparent alignment with a gender order that emphasized the separation of 
masculine and feminine spheres, actually function to undermine or complicate that 
gender order? When Women’s Christian Temperance Union president Frances 
Willard, for instance, wrote of racing two friends around the square near her home 
on a tricycle, her use departed from that imagined by the Pope Manufacturing 
Company’s advertisements: 
Taking out my watch I timed them as they, at my suggestion, set out to make a 
record in going round the square. Two and a half minutes was the result. I 
then started with all my forces well in hand, and flew around in two and a 
quarter minutes. Not contented with this . . . I declared that I would go 
around in two minutes. (64 – 65) 
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Here Willard depicts herself not as the sedate tricyclist riding sedately alongside her 
beau, but as a tough competitor who attacks the race with “all [her] forces well in 
hand.” In this sense, she is a user straying from the script provided by the designers 
of her machine; in her practice of competitive riding on a tricycle, she is 
demonstrating the blurring of boundaries that can only be maintained through 
patterns of use. In addition, Willard wrote about her tricycle racing experience as a 
prelude to her decision to ride the two-wheeled safety bicycle that eventually became 
the dominant choice among both women and men. Certainly, this example suggests 
that the tricycle participated in the dissolution of the gender order it appeared to 
uphold by creating a physical space within which women’s participation in cycling—
no matter how configured-- was endorsed in design and advertising.  
Because of the expansion and redistribution of the perceived problems 
motivating bicycle designers and users, the range of associations, both physical and 
symbolic, contained within the category of ‘the bicycle’ was vastly multiplied by the 
end of the 1880s. Safety came to contest speed as a primary goal of innovation, while 
ease and accessibility offered compelling alternatives to challenge and exclusivity. 
The tricycle, in particular, allowed women to figure explicitly as potential users and 
legitimized their riding through claims of improved health and class status. 
Regardless of these changes, however, most people still conceived of the new designs 
as secondary to the high mount in importance and popularity. As one writer from 
Bicycling World predicted in 1885, “the ordinary bicycle will still continue as the 
leading machine,” even as tricycles “greatly increase in popularity” and many 
bicycles “find a useful and profitable field” (qtd. in Herlihy 229). Few people, even at 
the very end of the 1880s, would have predicted that within five years these 
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alternatives would be all but obsolete, and a much bigger, more diverse population of 
riders would be celebrating the virtues of the low mount safety bicycle as an 
instrument not just of leisure, but of practical transportation and of a new pragmatic, 
democratic ethos. Although the low mount safety came onto the market near the 
same time as the innovations I have described above, it did not develop in popularity 
until users, designers, and commentators harnessed the necessary material and 
rhetorical forces for it to do so. In the next section, I’ll look more closely at these 
forces in order to flesh out the ways that riders, designers, and commentators all 
eventually came to regard the safety as the most versatile and viable option in the 
group.  
 
III. New Questions, New Solutions, New Women and the Safety Bicycle  
 During the era of the velocipede two decades earlier, many bicycle makers had 
explored the rear wheel drive bicycle chain as a possible response to the speed 
problem; it functioned by lengthening the gearing of the low wheeled bicycle, so that 
with each revolution of the pedal the rear wheel would rotate more than once, 
making the machine cover ground more quickly. With the advent of the high mount, 
which also addressed riders’ need for speed, however, this device was quickly 
overlooked by Ordinary enthusiasts. Not only was the bicycle chain expensive 
because it relied on hundreds of difficult-to-manufacture moveable parts, but it did 
nothing to alleviate the “boneshaking” problem with which velocipede riders were so 
concerned. That is, riders lower to the ground could feel each vibration more acutely 
than those sitting higher on the wheel. Hence, the Ordinary remained the better 
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solution to the constellation of problems with which riders were concerned at the 
time. 
Even in the mid-1880s, when heightened concern about safety had caused 
manufacturers to renew their interest in the bicycle chain as a means of lowering the 
wheel closer to the ground, many riders felt the chain destroyed the simplicity of the 
bicycle’s look. One reviewer writing for The Cyclist in 1885, for instance, noted that 
its “long frame and connecting bars gave it a heavy and complicated appearance, 
which militated against its commercial success” (qtd. in Herlihy 240). And upon 
touring a British factory where safeties were being produced, Pope himself declared 
in 1886: “One thing I am now satisfied, and that is that we in this country have 
nothing to learn from the Englishmen as to how to build a bicycle” (qtd. in Herlihy 
241). Pope’s comment reflects the general response of American manufacturers to 
the safety bicycle: few believed it could supplant the Ordinary or prove anything 
beyond a brief fad; even as European bicycle makers embraced models such as the 
British Rover in 1885, American manufacturers resisted developing similar safety 
models – perhaps, in part, because the quality of American roads was comparatively 
bad, meaning that the low mount’s road vibrations remained an enormous concern.  
 An 1888 experiment by John Dunlop, a Scottish veterinarian living in Belfast, 
appeared to make the difference, at least in terms of the vibration problem. 
Tinkering with the tires of his ten-year-old son’s tricycle, Dunlop discovered that an 
inner tube filled with compressed air could provide an effective cushion from road 
vibrations. And although initially the “pneumatic tire,” as it was called, received mix 
reviews from riders, it soon proved to offer another, unanticipated benefit as well: it 
was up to one third faster than existing tire designs. Racers on pneumatic tires 
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shattered existing records in races ranging from the (one hundred mile) century to 
the mile. Although pneumatic tires were still too expensive for widespread use by 
manufacturers, they otherwise fit well with the problems guiding bicycle 
manufacturers’ and users’ interests: they were fast (and thus amenable to hobbyists 
who saw bicycling as a speed sport), comfortable (in muting the vibrations of the 
road), and – as a result – conducive to the further development of alternate low 
mounts like the safety and the tricycle. As a result, designers sought to develop ways 
to reduce cost and use them more widely, or else to adapt the principle of the hollow 
tube to less expensive means. The Overman Wheel Company, for instance, 
manufactured a hard outer cased tire with a hollow inside – a model which had some 
success in reducing vibration as well.  
 Hence, materially the technologies all seemed in place to offer a bicycle which 
merged the disparate riderships of the tricycle and the Ordinary. And yet, 
manufacturers themselves remained unconvinced that these material changes alone 
would distract these rider groups from their existing machines. Along with the 
tricycle, some form of low mount bicycle could combine the elements of safety, 
comfort, and speed, while the high mount, manufacturers believed, would retain its 
original following, who would continue to form the bulk of the bicycling community. 
As one writer in Bicycling World predicted, the high mount would no longer “hold 
indisputable sway, as the only machine,” but that “The element of safety is rather 
distasteful to a good many riders that prefer to run some risk, as it gives zest to the 
sport” (qtd. in Herlihy 246). Similarly, a different writer in the same magazine 
observed that while “The rear-driving safety has come to stay, and while it is bound 
to run the old timer for honors on the road, it can never hope to crowd it entirely 
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out” (qtd. in Goddard 84). Compared to the high mount, these commentators could 
not conceive that the safety bicycle – by its very name, signifying an alternate wheel 
offering less excitement than the original – could offer riders anything approaching 
the “true” experience of (masculine, competitive, skill-based) cycling. Their 
assumption reveals their failure to anticipate the needs of a user group whose limited 
interests seemed settled in the tricycle: women.  
Throughout the initial design process and marketing of the safety, women had 
remained invisible players, still relegated in the minds of manufacturers to the 
tricycle, which they judged suited female users’ lack of interest in learning a skill or 
endangering themselves unnecessarily. However, within a single season it was 
apparent that women—particularly self-proclaimed ‘New Women’--felt otherwise, as 
they sought to exercise through the new activity their freedom to share in the same 
experiences as men enjoyed.12   As one rider commented in Wheel Magazine in 1888, 
“A sudden desire awoke in the feminine mind to ascertain for itself, by personal 
experience, those joys of the two-wheeler which they had so often heard vaunted as 
superior, a thousand times, to the more sober delights of the staid tricycle” (244).  
Hence, rather than attracting a new user group to bicycling, as manufacturers 
expected, the safety met an unanticipated need among an existing user group: 
women, searching for an experience that would approximate the excitement of the 
high mount.  
In explaining their interest in the safety, women articulated a new problem 
with the tricycle: its relative “sobriety” to the “joys” of the bicycle.  Similar to the 
masculine trope of speed, this “trope of exhilaration” was one that women 
established in their writings about the safety bicycle as a distinguishing mark 
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between the two-wheeled and the three-wheeled machines. Willard notes, for 
example, that she learned to ride the safety because of her “pure natural love of 
adventure”—a love she describes as “long hampered and impeded, like a brook that 
runs underground,” but that has “bubbl[ed] up again with somewhat of its pristine 
freshness” (73). Designers, then, discovered women wanted a machine that would 
approximate the exhilaration—or joy, or adventure—that they perceived the high 
wheeler as offering men. This discovery complicated dominant understandings of 
gender, as it suggested that machines for men and women ought to be more similar 
than different.  
Women who had previously ridden tricycles began buying safety bicycles 
during the late 1880s; in major cities, they formed their own clubs.  One club in 
Washington, D.C., for instance, attracted over fifty members in the spring of 1888, 
and made frequent trips of up to forty miles (Herlihy 244).  That same season, a 
Baltimore club participated along with men in a League of American Wheelmen 
parade, riding safeties.  And by the following year, cycle magazines were 
commenting on the phenomenon, taking on the perspective of bewildered onlookers. 
Bicycling World, for instance, announced that “the number of lady riders will be 
greater than most of us have anticipated” (qtd. in Herlihy 244), while American 
Athlete observed that “cycling for ladies is rapidly gaining ground” (qtd. in Herlihy 
244).  These early women bicyclists, by initiating an unanticipated rush on the safety 
bicycle, rejected the highly gendered “technological scripting” that distinguished the 
high mount with the tricycle. They articulated instead a desire for a script that 
blurred or obscured the lines of gender, and in doing so, they pushed the dance of 
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agency back to the material realm of designers and bicycle models to meet women’s 
needs. 
Despite the growing numbers of women safety riders, manufacturers were 
slow to realize that women’s interest in the safety was more than just a passing fad. 
The 1889 Overman Wheel Company trade catalogue, for instance, continued to 
describe the tricycle as “the ladies machine.” In introducing its first safety, 
meanwhile, the catalogue promised specifically that, “Men, old and young, have 
found it a tractable and profitable steed“ (17) – thus suggesting something of the 
company’s anticipation that users would likely be specifically male tricyclists looking 
for more adventure and mobility. And even the company’s 1890 trade catalogue 
demonstrates only a very basic sense of what design problems might guide a bicycle 
specifically made for women. Perhaps responding hastily to the rush of female 
customers, they presented their model, the Victoria (to compliment the already 
established Victor) Safety Bicycle without a picture or clear description of its 
appearance. Whereas the other models in the 1890 catalogue all featured detailed 
illustrations and specifications such as weight, saddle size, and cost, their 
announcement for the new Victoria promised only that it was “in rapid process of 
construction” and “designed to meet the requirements of ladies, light-weight men, 
and boys” (20). There was no indication of what these requirements might be, or 
how these disparate groups might even share requirements. And despite giving the 
wheel an obviously feminine name, the ad reveals that the company remained 
reluctant to market it exclusively to women. Tellingly, however, within this same 
catalogue, the tricycle – once the mainstay of Overman -- had vanished unremarked, 
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evidence that its appeal was vanishing among users increasingly attracted to the 
safety. 
Despite the ambiguity surrounding the make of Overman’s Victoria, it wasn’t 
long before manufacturing companies began to embrace more fully the need to offer 
designs that met women’s needs. In doing so, designers were guided by a set of 
problem topoi that overlapped with but did not coincide entirely with those that had 
regulated previous cycle designs. The problem of speed was translated to the 
problem of exhilaration; women riders commented on the freedom that the safety 
offered them, and they sought a wheel that required a bit of skill to learn, unlike the 
universally accessible tricycle. In addition, however, they also wanted a wheel that 
would allow them to ride without explicitly violating the dictates of feminine 
propriety. And because women’s health was of such concern during the late 
nineteenth century, they wanted to be sure that the bicycle—despite its greater speed 
and danger—would be as therapeutic as the tricycle. In fact, the concern about the 
physical danger of the high wheeler, with its high rate of headers among riders, 
translated to a concern about the healthfulness of riding for women, whose nerves 
and bodies doctors suspected were especially frail. These design problems—those of 
propriety and health—each developed under the pressure of public discourse by and 
about women riders that I discuss throughout this dissertation, and they were each 
reflected in the ways that the material design of the safety unfolded during the 
1890s.  
The feminine topos of propriety was a function of women’s dress and their 
posture. Whereas on the tricycle they had been seated flat in their dresses between 
two larger wheels, on the safety bicycle women had to straddle a cross bar and sit 
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unbecomingly on a saddle. Also, their long skirts were in danger of getting caught in 
the chain drive or in the tire spokes; as a result, the problem topos and the safety 
topos remained in conflict with one another.13 Aside from these very real material 
considerations, however, women bicyclists’ self-representation was itself a rhetorical 
challenge. As Carol Mattingly has noted, nineteenth-century women who wanted to 
ascend the historically masculine speaking pulpit had first to attend carefully to their 
physical appearance; often, their dress and demeanor attracted as much attention as 
what they actually said or did. So, too, was this true for the early women who braved 
the safety bicycle during the early 1890s; a newspaper account of the Washington, 
D.C. club, for instance, reported only that the riders “wore a close fitting waist, a 
plain loose skirt, walking length, riding hat and gloves” (qtd. in Herlihy 244). This 
writer’s attentiveness to the group’s apparel reflects the degree to which women’s 
bicycling dress was a matter of fascination for the American public, and suggests that 
it was thus an important consideration in bicycle innovation. Women bicyclists, 
fashion designers, dress reformers, and bicycle designers all engaged in material 
negotiations during the bicycle craze, both about the look of the machine itself and 
about the nature of the clothing that women might reasonably wear while riding. 
These negotiations, which I discuss further in Chapter 4, influenced the 
popularization of such innovations as the drop frame bicycle and the rear-wheel 
dress guard—both of which enabled riders to wear skirts safely while riding, but 
which had structural effects on the machine itself. (Figure 2.7)  
One tale of the invention of the drop-frame bicycle, as relayed in a Munsey’s 
Magazine article, offers a glimpse at women’s role in innovation, while at the same 
time demonstrating the degree to which innovation remained cast as a masculine 
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endeavor. As the author writes, women did not take up the bicycle “in a day.” Rather, 
they required “a lifting hand” in the form of a male inventor: 
When a horseman wishes to mount his steed, he puts one hand on its mane, 
his foot in the stirrup, and vaults into the saddle. A woman must have her 
steed brought up for contemplation, see that it is satisfactory, and then ask for 
a lifting hand to give her a mount. It is the feminine method of approaching 
all hobbies. The lifting hand in this case was that of W.E. Smith, the inventor 
of the drop frame bicycle, and it was only given after his wife had looked the 
safety over and decided that she wanted to ride it. (“The World Awheel” 158) 
Here, Smith emerges as a solitary hero in the endeavor of inventing the drop-frame 
bicycle for women; “his wife” goes unnamed and is acknowledged only for expressing 
her desire to ride, rather than for participating in the problem-solving that 
contributed to the solution of the drop-frame. Nonetheless, the model took hold 
quickly; the drop-frame quickly became synonymous with the women’s bicycle. By 
1892, the Pope Manufacturing Company had introduced its drop-frame ladies’ 
model, and trade catalogue specifications for women’s wheels were becoming more 
standardized across the board to include this feature. 
To be sure, the drop frame’s effect on the rider and the machine were 
complicated. The feature lessened the sense of the ungainly straddling position; 
however, it had the effect of destabilizing the bicycle and making balance more 
difficult—a fact that went unacknowledged in trade catalogues or advertisements 
(Gruber-Garvey 76). The solution of the cross bar aided in counteracting this effect, 
but it made the machine significantly heavier than its male counterpart – often up to 
forty pounds, as opposed to the 15 - 25 pounds the other safeties weighed.  As the 
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makers of the 30 lb Ladies’ Eclipse bicycle explained in their 1895 trade catalogue, 
“It is difficult to get the weight off this model and yet retain all its features of 
strength and fittings especially necessary for ladies’ use.” (25). Similarly, the Ladies 
Telegram Safety, advertised as “the most scientifically constructed ladies safety 
bicycle ever made,” weighed 40 lbs. Despite this shortcoming, however, the drop 
frame model became standard in women’s bicycle design in just a few short years, 
permitting women flexibility in dress while preventing their machines from being as 
stable as men’s “diamond frame” bicycles. In addition, the dress guard, a wire 
covering over the back wheel, added to the bicycle’s weight but also prevented long 
skirts from getting caught in spokes as riders pedaled into the wind. (Figure 2.7) This 
covering could be removed, as the makers of the Trinity Ladies’ Regular suggest in 
noting that though the wheel weighs 25 lbs, it “will vary in weight according to 
equipment used.”  
 
Figure 2.7 Trinity Ladies Regular image, with drop frame and dress guard 
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The degree to which most women actually rode the women’s models is 
difficult to know; long-distance riders like Annie “Londonderry,” who I discuss in 
Chapter 4, quickly discarded it in order to don bloomers and ride more securely, and 
many other middle and lower class riders rented standard models or shared them 
amongst family. Other riders simply chose to ride without dress guards in order to 
lighten their wheels, as the Trinity trade catalogue suggests; those who donned 
shorter skirts could render them unnecessary. Despite their flaws, the drop-frame 
and the dress guard responded to riders’ concerns about feminine propriety and 
facilitated the spread of the activity among groups who might not otherwise have 
attempted to ride.  
In addition, a different, but equally gendered, variation in bicycle design 
responded also to the topos of propriety, though it did not do so as explicitly as the 
other variations. The tandem bicycle, bringing two seats together on a single safety-
sized machine, reunited the woman rider with her husband and thus muted the 
threatening sense of physical independence and mobility that the individual safety 
seemed to suggest. At the same time, however, the shared experience aboard a single 
machine, designed to be ridden always by two, offered a significant contrast to the 
parallel experiences of the tricyclist and Ordinary rider, whose strikingly different 
machines reflect and sustain a gender order in which masculinity and femininity 
intersect only occasionally. In the tandem bicycle, we have evidence not only of the 
increasing acceptability of women’s bicycling, but also of men’s and women’s 
increased sympathy and companionship; the technological artifact itself denotes a 
certain kind of partnership in which men’s and women’s bodily habitus did not differ 
so dramatically. (Figure 2.8)  
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Tandems like the one pictured below were given as wedding presents and 
used on honeymoon vacations. Wedding announcements for “bicycle weddings,” in 
which—as in one New York Times article—“the bride and groom were clad in bicycle 
costume” culminated in the announcement that new couples would ride away 
literally on a tandem, after having arrived “on single wheels” (“Bicycle Wedding at 
Rahway” 1). Hence the tandem bicycle suggested the official union of the modern 
couple, united materially by the technology in their common journey. Significantly, 
tandems also materialized gender relations in the different design of the two wheels; 
the front riding position features a drop frame, whereas the diamond-framed back 
position signals the place for the male rider.  
 
Figure 2.8 Pope Manufacturing Company Columbia Tandem Bicycle, 1896 
If the tandem, drop frame, and dress guard emerged in response to the topoi 
of propriety and safety, other features came about through discourse about the 
effects of riding on women’s health.  Whereas the tricycle had immediately enjoyed 
an almost universal appeal as a machine intended to promote the sort of mild 
exercise doctors thought appropriate for women, many people worried that the 
safety bicycle would endanger riders’ health because of the greater exertion levels it 
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required and because of its potential effects on women’s anatomy. As a result, 
doctors, designers, riders and commentators negotiated throughout the 1890s the 
look and feel of a two-wheeled machine that did not endanger women’s health.  
These negotiations centered around the handlebars and saddle, and the innovations 
that they yielded impacted the type of riding that women might do without attracting 
medical censure.  
 If appropriate dress was an important consideration for women riders’ 
propriety, so, too, was posture, which had long been a marker of good breeding and 
health. Critics of the bicycle complained specifically of the tendency for female riders 
to “scorch,” or lean over their handlebars in an aerodynamic but unsightly and, so 
people thought, unhealthy way. As a result, women riders attended closely to their 
posture; the Godey’s writer advises, for instance, that “The cycler should . . . sit well 
poised upon her saddle, with shoulders back [and] chest forward,” and should avoid 
having “her back doubled into a bow knot” (446). In response to this concern, 
makers offered a variety of handlebars suited to different purposes; in the 1895 
Eclipse Bicycle catalogue, for example, the Ladies Eclipse model featured “bent up” 
handlebars also available “for that large class of riders who prefer to sit upright on 
their wheels.” 14 Similarly, illustrations of women’s bicycles in trade catalogues and 
popular advertisements throughout the 1890s reveal that most handlebars on 
women’s bicycles are situated significantly higher than the seat, thus scripting 
women’s erect posture on the wheel as well as, more implicitly, the notion that 
feminine bicycling was for touring rather than racing and leisure rather than 
adventure.  (figure 2.9, 2.10) 
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Figure 2.9.  Spaulding men’s and women’s models, 1895. The men’s wheel, pictured to the left, 
features the lighter and more stable “diamond-frame” with the bar extending parallel to the ground 
from the seat to the handlebars. In addition, the downward-angled handlebars are positioned lower 
that the seat, for faster, more aerodynamic riding. The women’s wheel, pictured to the right, features a 
“drop-frame” and a mesh “dress-guard” over the rear wheel. Both add weight and reduce stability. 
The handlebars, meanwhile, are angled upward and set at the level of the seat to minimize the rider’s 
need to assume a stooped posture.  
Taken together, these innovations in bicycle design for women’s use demand 
two seemingly contradictory explanations. On the one hand, I have suggested that 
technological design scripts behaviors for different user groups, directing these 
groups to use an artifact in ways that are anticipated by designers rather than 
initiated by themselves. In this sense, the drop frame and raised handlebars suggest 
that designers contained the potential for women to blur gender lines by consistently 
differentiating their machines from men’s machines and by limiting women’s ability 
to ride the bicycle in certain ways that remained available to men. The tandem, by 
this thinking, returned women riders to fairly traditional notions of heterosexual 
courtship and eliminated their opportunities to experience bicycling independently. 
On the other hand, I have argued that women themselves, as a user group 
empowered by their own consumption to guide innovation, influenced the 
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development of the special ladies’ features by developing and disseminating the 
propriety problem topos themselves, so as to make women’s use of the safety bicycle 
more acceptable to their contemporaries, both male and female. Certainly, both 
explanations bear some truth to them, and both generated material realities that 
influenced the role that bicycling would have in women’s lives.  
 
 
Figure 2.10 Pope Manufacturing Company handlebars, 1896. The two upward-raised handlebars are 
designated for the women’s model, while the three lower option are for men’s models. 
  
IV. Conclusions 
 Late nineteenth-century bicycle technology alternately reflected, resisted, 
complicated, and transformed the relations between male and female riders. In all its 
effects, it was influenced by rhetorical as well as material forces; that is, its material 
innovations were responses to “problems” that users, commentators, and designers 
articulated en masse, topoi that gathered force both within and beyond the 
boundaries of “expert” discourse. And material innovations, in turn, spawned new 
discourses, keeping the “dance” of agency moving between objects and actors. 
  
76 
 
Among actors, users, in particular, wielded agency in initiating through their 
practices the formation of new topoi and the atrophy of others; as women’s efforts to 
place themselves aboard the safety bicycle demonstrate, designers and 
manufacturers cannot always anticipate or “script” the behavior of consumers. 
Practices of consumption, then, are not always the result of coercion, and can lead to 
social transformations that have both material and rhetorical consequences.  
 Women’s appropriation of the bicycle, however, did not end with the 
technological victory of the safety over the Ordinary, or with the merging of feminine 
and masculine pastimes, or even with the development of new bicycle models suited 
to women’s standards of propriety. Rather, the story begins at this point, as these 
developments enabled women to ride the bicycle en masse – a physical fact which, in 
itself, initiated a kaleidoscope of bodily and rhetorical transformations in women’s 
lives. Nathan Stormer has suggested, in fact, that such bodily performances must 
precede, rather than emerge from, the discourse that describes them – that they 
themselves “reorder” and “reembody” historical categories of “man” and “woman,” 
calling attention to the instability of the divisions that characterize each group and 
thus accounting for “the co-production of [the] language” (267) to which we have 
historically directed the bulk of our attention. In other words, the technological 
framework within which women came to ride bicycles in the late nineteenth century 
itself preceded the language practices that I’ll be investigating in the next several 
chapters. Each model, from the Ordinary to the Eagle to the tandem and so forth – 
constituted a certain embodiment of gender relations that was, in itself, made 
persuasive (or not) through repeated performance.  
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Significantly, women’s riding – in a straddling position rather than side 
saddle, aboard a machine that required concentration and learning rather than one 
that did not – had rhetorical force of its own, both in transforming women’s 
understandings of their own bodies and worlds and in the understanding that others 
brought to the category of “woman.” In thinking about this transformation, I have 
found Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus helpful, as it denotes a way of relating to 
the world that is “particular but constant” and also “immediately present” (142) 
within a given world order. Through its upbringing, Bourdieu notes, the body 
experiences a “durable modification” that positions it within the social order. 
Different technologies—high-wheeled Ordinaries, marine bicycles, tricycles, 
tandems, and safeties, for example—all act in unique ways upon the body, situating it 
in relation to the world by providing a script for it to follow. The high-wheeled 
Ordinary offered a masculine script within which the middle or upper class young 
man could act out his physical skill and daring amongst others of his age and class. 
The tandem, meanwhile, offered a script for modern heterosexual courtship in which 
male and female roles were mingled together in the context of shared experience, but 
not wholly combined. These scripts, as Bourdieu suggests, form the fabric of social 
relations; at the same time, however, as technologies that can provide the basis for 
user innovation and improvisation, they also move outside of that script and hence, 
make available possibilities for users and practices to configure social relations anew. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
7 The velocipede was a two wheeled machine resembling today’s bicycles, but lacking 
a bicycle chain or other steering device. It caused a minor sensation in the U.S. 
during the spring of 1869, but quickly lost popularity with all but a few individuals 
when riders began to complain of the “boneshaking” effects of riding it (Herlihy).  
 
8 Londa Schiebinger, for instance, has detailed the rise of biological “sex 
complementarity” during the eighteenth century. By this doctrine, the sexes were 
said to compliment each other, sharing few biological characteristics in common. 
Hence they occupied “separate spheres” within the social realm.  
 
9 By commentators, I refer to those individuals who comment on the bicycle’s 
development for a popular audience not privy to the design process. They might or 
might not be users, and their judgments are likely to appear in bicycling magazines, 
general popular magazines, or published travel journals. By bringing in this 
perspective, I follow Celeste Condit in interrogation of the hierarchy separating 
professional from widely accessible public discourse. As Condit notes, “public 
discourse guides and supports (or prevents) science as every bit as much as the 
reverse” (12). I would argue that the same is true of technology.  
 
10 For further explorations of user agency and feminism, see Ruth Cowan Schwartz 
and Nelly Oodshoorn.  
 
11 As historian Peter Zheutlin has noted, Americans at the turn of the century were 
fascinated by round-the-world trips, and newspapers and magazines covered the 
tales of individuals undertaking these sorts of adventures (16). Thomas Stevens was 
one of the most famous travelers, making a trip around the world on his high-
wheeled Ordinary for the first time in 1884. He published an account of his journey, 
as well as later journeys, in the Pope owned Outing Magazine (Dodge 88).  
 
12
 The ‘New Woman’ was a term popular in the last decades of the nineteenth century 
used to describe women who were eager to gain the advantages of men: education, 
sexual freedom, suffrage, career options (Marks). 
 
13 In Chapter 4, I detail the ways that this conflict was resolved through the invention 
of new athletic clothing for women.  
 
14 For lovers of speed, meanwhile, the Eclipse Special or Eclipse Racer models both 
featured “the most approved pattern of drop bar” (13) that literally forced riders into 
a racing position. 
  
 
 
Chapter 3: Popular Magazines and the Woman Bicyclist 
 
During December 1895, the famous jeweler Tiffany & Company displayed a 
gigantic “Tiffany-ized” safety bicycle in its New York City display window. The 
bicycle, a Columbia, was valued at over three thousand dollars and boasted gold-
tipped ivory handlebars, a steering wheel encrusted with precious stones, and 
eighteen karat gold mountings on its lugs (qtd. in Herlihy 273). Eventually 
purchased by millionaire “Diamond” Jim Brady for the actress Lillian Russell, this 
lavish toy captured perfectly the mood of the day: daring, modern, and thoroughly 
unabashed in its celebration of material wealth.  
That Brady chose a safety bicycle for his gift to Russell was no coincidence. 
During this same period in Boston and New York, the rich and the fashionable were 
making a spectacle out of their new hobby, forming exclusive clubs for bicycling in 
which members might wheel around a private park to the music of a live band or 
enjoy weekend excursions to fashionable resorts (qtd. in Herlihy 272). In Europe, 
meanwhile, royalty were taking up bicycling almost as a requirement, hiring 
synchronized “figure riders” to perform at their weddings and grooms to care for 
their machines (McGurn 118).  
Among the middle classes, enthusiasm over the bicycle took on a scarcely less 
striking intensity during the mid-1890s. In the United States, bicycle factories 
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remained open round the clock to meet demands during 1895 (Hubert 696), while in 
late 1896 League of American Wheelmen (LAW) president Isaac Potter announced 
that a total of one million bicycles had been sold that year – up from 250,000 in 
1894. Potter obsessed over the economic magnitude of the bicycle industry, 
estimating that its total worth - including bicycle and tire manufacturers, makers of 
bicycle sundries, and bicycling schools - to be $75,000,000 (Tobin 839). Competing 
industries as diverse as suit makers and piano manufacturers, meanwhile, lamented 
the impact on their own businesses of the bicycle’s coming; an 1896 article in the 
New York Journal of Commerce attributed to bicycle purchases a total loss to other 
trades of $112,500,000 15 (qtd. in Smith 54). During this time period, bicycling was 
big business.  
What made the bicycle so appealing to so many? Aside from its physical and 
recreational benefits and its obvious potential as a means of transportation, the 
“steed that never tires” was increasingly inexpensive for the middle classes to afford. 
At a time when the annual per capita income was $1000, the Pope Manufacturing 
Company, America’s largest bicycle maker at the time, lowered the base cost of a 
bicycle from $150 to $100 between 1893 and 1895. Other companies dipped even 
lower, offering installment plans and selling used bicycles (Herlihy 261-262). By 
1902, the bicycle craze was over and a new machine cost between $3 and $15 (Tobin 
841). Bicycling had made its way through the upper classes and had become 
thoroughly available to urban and suburban people of even middling means. 
But aside from sheer cost, the bicycle craze was part of larger cultural shifts 
underway at the time. New consumer behaviors were emerging in this “gilded age” in 
which our current consumer capitalist culture developed, both among the members 
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of the extreme upper class, like “Diamond” Jim Brady, and among the members of 
the lower and middle classes, who had always owned the tools necessary to produce 
their own goods but who were now relying on wages and store-bought goods. And, as 
William Leach has noted, new alliances were developing among diverse institutions, 
economic and non-economic, in order to court new consumers. These alliances 
produced changes in attitudes toward advertising and brought about what Leach 
describes as “the democratization of desire” (9) – the belief that Americans of all 
walks of life shared, if not actual material goods, at least the “equal rights to desire 
the same goods” (6). More, perhaps, than any other industry, bicycle manufacturers 
courted this new belief in democratic desire; one advertising historian suggested in 
1929 that it was the bicycle advertisers of the 1890s who first proved that a luxury 
article costing $100 could be sold to the masses (Presbrey 412). Central to their 
success in doing so was their strong alliance with another new phenomenon of the 
day: the new genre of the popular magazine.  
In this chapter I explore this alliance more closely, in order to establish its 
primary role in situating the bicycle as a certain kind of rhetorical object suggestive 
of a new morality—one that celebrated its distinctness from the old and emphasized 
vitality and self-empowerment over correctness and propriety, and one that 
promoted, in the process, widespread acceptance of the new activity among women 
riders. Although even in its material design, the bicycle suggested the new values of 
vitality and self-empowerment, its particular integration into the fabric of American 
culture could not have occurred without a venue within which these values were 
themselves widely promoted, and within which its alignment with these values was 
made apparent. Distinguishing itself gradually as a genre distinct from its 
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nineteenth-century predecessor, the “house” or “quality” magazine, the popular 
magazine provided such a venue. In its overt rejection of the class stagnation and 
emphasis on propriety of the passing century, and in its unprecedented endorsement 
of the new democratization of desire, it facilitated more than any other cultural force 
the overcoming of tradition necessary for women’s bicycling to spread widely. And 
more specifically, it provided fairly clear parameters as to what both men’s and 
women’s bicycling might look like, physically and culturally.  
What ought riders know about bicycling? What sorts of experiences could 
riders look for, and what sorts of arguments might they make in favor of their riding? 
How ought men and women bicyclists interact, and to what extent ought the bicycle 
figure into courtship? In addressing these questions, the popular magazine stabilized 
the new technology’s range of uses among all riders, and among women riders 
especially. As a genre with specific features and motives, it served both to open up 
possibilities for what arguments could be made about bicycling and to constrain 
those arguments. The resultant grid of possibility for women’s bicycling, thus, 
reflects both the capitalist interests of bicycling manufacturers in promoting 
women’s bicycling and the aspirations of readers to embrace the new machine as a 
source of social transformation. 
In what follows, I map out this grid of possibilities in order to demonstrate the 
effect the popular magazine had on the technological “tuning” of the bicycle to 
American society.  I consider first the means by which the popular magazine 
emerged as a nascent but highly influential genre during the 1890s, situating this 
emergence within recent work in rhetorical genre theory. Also, I describe the 
important role that the bicycle industry played in the development of this genre that 
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was so influential in the distribution and use of its chief product. Next, I explore the 
interconnected workings of some of the stable sub-genres of the popular magazine-- 
the informational article, the personal commentary, the short story, and the 
advertisement--in order to locate more precisely how the new genre broke down old 
Victorian commonplaces and promoted new modern ones. 16 Using Kenneth Burke’s 
concept of “pieties” as a framework for understanding this shift in commonplaces, I 
suggest that the woman bicyclist’s widespread acceptance rested not on overt 
arguments made explicitly in her favor, but in the worldview implicit in the new 
commonplaces, as well as in some more specific tropes that related the bicycle to this 
worldview.  Finally, I describe both the opportunities and the limitations for 
women’s riding that the new worldview enabled within popular magazines, arguing 
that their porousness allowed for women riders to maximize the interpretive 
flexibility of the new technology of the bicycle. 
 
I. The Popular Magazine as the Genre of Consumerism 
 
In her well-known article, “Genre as Social Action,” Carolyn Miller shifts the 
traditional focus of genre study from textual features to actions, defining genres by 
the activities and interactions that they make possible. Through recurrent situations, 
she suggests, genres become “typified rhetorical actions” (84) that individuals 
undertake in order to achieve what they conceive to be the desired result. For 
example, doctors’ offices’ need to solicit basic information from patients has become 
typified through repetition in to a genre: the patient medical history form, which 
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makes the action of information gathering possible (Devitt, Bawarshi, and Reiff). In 
the same way, the popular magazine emerged as a genre distinct from the “quality” 
or “house” magazines of the antebellum era because of its repeated practice, in 
contrast to older magazines like The Century and The Atlantic Monthly, of 
promoting consumerism through plentiful advertisements. Whereas editors of these 
“house” magazines had shunned advertising as insulting to their readership and 
debasing to their content, popular magazine editors like Frank Munsey of Munsey’s 
Magazine celebrated “the dignity of advertising” as a way to help the reader “keep 
abreast of the times” (qtd. in Schneirov 88 – 89). And whereas their predecessors 
had positioned themselves as purveyors of high culture and morality, these popular 
magazine editors were comfortable with encouraging their readers to perform a 
different action – to buy. 
Instead of relying on annual subscriptions from readers, they solicited 
advertisements and lowered subscription costs, thus rapidly multiplying and 
diversifying their readership. Munsey, for instance, reduced the cost of his 
floundering magazine from 25 cents to 10 cents in 1893 – and within two years saw 
its circulation exceed 500,000 and more than double that of the largest “quality” 
magazine (Schneirov 75). In the period between 1890 and 1895 alone, national 
magazine circulation tripled, while the total circulation of newspapers rose by only a 
third, making this genre the United States’ first national medium for 
communication, in which people of different regions and classes were united in 
reading common material (Schneirov 5). So dramatic was the effect that Richard 
Ohmann attributed to it the creation of a new social order, within which people’s 
social identities during leisure time were refigured entirely from what they had been.  
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As genres like the popular magazine become typified through the common 
actions that they elicit from readers in repeated situations, they also come to regulate 
readers’ desires and expectations for behavior. In other words, as Anis Bawarshi has 
observed, genres “shape us as we give shape to them” (25); similarly, they are “forms 
of life, ways of being” as Charles Bazerman puts it, that “shape the thoughts we form 
and the communications by which we interact” (1997, 19). Readers of popular 
magazines, then, internalized new reasons for reading and new attitudes toward 
consumption; they gleaned new commonplaces and new attitudes both toward the 
passing century and the one that was fast approaching. The reader perspective that 
popular magazines promoted was conducive both to the fast acceptance of a new 
technology like the bicycle and to new attitudes about women’s suitable relation 
toward that new technology.  
Central to this perspective, and to the popular magazine’s generic identity, 
was the emphasis on consumption to which I have already alluded. Instead of 
offering, as quality magazines had professed to do, middle and upper class readers 
cultural capital through which to maintain their status, popular magazines dazzled 
readers of all classes with the promise of upward mobility through material 
acquisition. Often, they did this by providing windows in to the lives of the upper 
classes – reporting on the leisure activities of royalty, for instance, or offering 
descriptions of the lavish social clubs of New York. The informational tone of these 
reports placed readers in the position of “insider” and encouraged them to 
understand their reading as itself a vehicle for upward mobility. By learning about 
the activities of the upper classes, and by imitating them through consumption, 
readers could exercise their right to elevate themselves.  
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Because the emphasis on the material conflicted with long-standing notions of 
middle-class morality and propriety, popular magazines often sought to call these 
notions into question. They did so by opposing vitality to morality: instead of 
elevating morality as the highest standard for readers to attain, popular magazines 
emphasized the celebration of life, not to be constrained by restrictive propriety or 
adherence to prescribed class or gender roles.  Frank Munsey, for instance, wanted 
to immerse his readers in “the whirlpool of life,” and he saw his role as a facilitator of 
experience. “We believe that the time has come to throw conservatism and 
conventionality to the winds,” he noted in his magazine, urging prospective writers 
to deal with “live subjects” (qtd. in Schneirov 85) like sports, vacation destinations, 
and contemporary figures. By consuming the goods advertised in the pages of 
popular magazines, readers were encouraged to see themselves as shirking traditions 
and embracing the vitality of the modern era that editors like Munsey were helping 
to shape.  
The movement toward visuality in advertisements also helped to generate new 
desires and attitudes among popular magazine readers. Images in quality magazines 
had appeared infrequently because of both the cost of technology and the stigma 
against their vulgarity compared to the written word. Popular magazines, however, 
celebrated images, taking advantage of the newly available rotary press to copy color 
images cheaply and filling their pages up with photographs. They encouraged 
readers to appreciate and even participate in image-making, holding advertisement 
design contests and employing well-known artists to design advertisements (Gruber-
Garvey Adman 55).  These contests and elaborate designs productively blurred the 
boundaries between art and advertisement, material and cultural wealth. In 
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addition, they helped to re-educate readers, modeling for them how to respond 
positively and attend closely to advertisements.  
These commonplaces—the dual emphasis on self-empowerment through 
consumption and vitality over morality and restraint, as well as the increase in 
visuality—distinguished the new popular magazine as a genre apart from the house 
magazine of the nineteenth century. They encouraged the dismissal of the 
“conservatism and conventionality” with which the house magazine was associated. 
By encouraging new attitudes through the repetition of content, tone, and images, 
the popular magazine genre performed ideological production and regulation, 
positioning readers as consumers empowered by material acquisition, 
experimentation, and rejection of past conventions. As one might imagine, such 
repositioning aided the development of women’s bicycling, as it simultaneously 
encouraged women readers to buy bicycles and to envision greater vitality (rather 
than punishment for impropriety) as the reward for shirking the traditional notions 
of femininity that bicycle riding necessitated. The woman bicyclist was, in the 
popular magazine figuration, living in Munsey’s “whirlpool of life” in a way that her 
more timorous predecessors and skeptical detractors were not. 
The striking physical presence of the bicycle itself in the pages of popular 
magazines throughout the 1890s amplified this configuration. This was no 
coincidence: the two nascent industries—bicycle and popular magazine--shared a 
close, mutually beneficial relationship born of common origins, obstacles, and 
successes. Both experienced startlingly rapid growth during the early 1890s, both 
encouraged and benefited from the changing patterns of consumption that I have 
described, and both embraced advertising before doing so was a commonly accepted 
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practice. Even in the 1880’s, the Pope Manufacturing Company was among the first 
to experiment with half and full page ads for its Columbia high wheels and tricycles 
(Presbrey 410), featured in the pages of its own publications. The rhetorical success 
of these early ads in promoting the product modeled for other industries what 
advertising could do for sales and helped to create the attitudes toward advertising 
that made the popular magazine’s continued success a possibility. As Frank Presbrey 
pointed out in his early book, The History and Development of Advertising, it was 
not uncommon for bicycle copy to occupy a fifth of all ads in a given magazine during 
the 1890s (412); other companies, such as the Overman Wheel Company, quickly 
adopted the practices of the Pope Manufacturing Company. As a result, Presbrey 
estimated that bicycles and bicycle-related products constituted 10 percent of 
national advertising--ranking significantly behind only medicines and marginally 
behind only such staple products as furniture, clothing, food and drink, and 
construction equipment (363). Significantly, also, the bicycle industry experimented 
not only with size of ads, but also “took the lead . . . in art, typography, and copy” 
(411) – offering vivid color images at cheaper cost than the older more expensive 
woodcut methods of reproduction and pioneering a bold shift toward visuality. They 
sometimes employed famous or aspiring artists to create ads; the Overman Wheel 
Company, for instance, was famous for its “Aubrey Beardsleyish” (Presbrey 411) 
advertisements that appeared in Godey’s Magazine. 17  These ads, like the one 
pictured below (Figure 3.1), featured stylized, swirling curves in which rider, bicycle, 
and natural imagery were almost merged as one.  
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Figure 3.1 Overman Wheel Company advertisement designed by artist Will Bradley, 1895.  
Overall, the frequent and visually striking appearance in popular magazines of 
bicycle ads, as well as other bicycle-related material, facilitated readers’ associations 
between the new technology and the values that the popular magazine promoted.  
In return for the bicycle industry’s financial and ideological support, the 
popular magazine went far to promote the bicycle. Prior to editing McClure’s, S. S. 
McClure had served in the 1880s as editor of the Wheelman, the magazine of the 
League of American Wheelmen, which later became Outing Magazine (Schneirov 
123). A high wheeler owner, he had even worked in a bicycle shop as a young man. 
He knew Colonel Albert Pope personally and promoted bicycling in his magazine not 
only in advertisements, but in magazine content. Whereas in Outing bicycle-related 
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content was a consistent and even dominant presence, McClure’s, Munsey’s, 
Godey’s, and Scribner’s all offered special “bicycle issues” during the height of the 
bicycle craze. These early special issues, like special issues today, included articles 
about every topic ranging from the history of the machine, to descriptions of its use 
by different groups ranging from royalty to the military, to discussions of 
appropriate dress for riders. And--even in magazine issues not designated as bicycle-
related--popular magazines solicited and published material about the new sport, 
which they often published alongside the advertisements that played such a 
prominent role in their pages (Gruber-Garvey “Reframing” 84). If the bicycle 
industry pioneered the advertising practices that became the livelihood of the 
popular magazine, the popular magazine provided a forum within which readers 
might educate themselves about the bicycle and identify it as a symbol of the lives to 
which they aspired. In short, the booming bicycle and popular magazine industries 
enjoyed throughout the 1890s what might be called a symbiotic relationship: each 
shaped and contributed to the acceptability of the other.  
  
II. Intersecting Genres and the Negotiation of Piety 
 
To be sure, the popular magazine, as a genre, promoted new commonplaces 
among readers about consumption and morality; it sought to make readers eager to 
buy and know, and to feel like cultural insiders by doing so. And the frequent 
appearance of the bicycle within the pages of the new genre contributed to the 
development of this new technology as a rhetorical object representing a set of new 
values that departed deliberately from the old. In the case of women’s bicycling, 
however, promoting these values could not have been an easy task given the existing 
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constraints on women’s behavior. Doing so involved promoting not only a general 
worldview, but also in disarming the power of an old worldview—of what Kenneth 
Burke refers to in Permanence and Change as “pieties.” Burke describes “pieties” as 
nonreligious “schema[s] of orientation” that reflect our “sense of what properly goes 
with what” (74), and that can be altered gradually through various types of rhetorical 
action. For example, our notion of the lion as part of the cat family is a piety, learned 
long ago and secured over time and by the consensus that surrounds us. To suddenly 
suggest otherwise—that the lion is a member of the dog family, for example—
constitutes a breaking of piety, a sort of startling “perspective by incongruity” that 
calls attention to itself even if, in creating a new linkage, it offers some new insight 
into the lion. By contrast, to gradually suggest this link between the lion and the dog 
is to shift one’s pieties in a less perceptible way, utilizing what Burke calls “the 
resources of ambiguity.” As Burke notes in A Grammar of Motives, ambiguity is 
“derived from that irony of historical development whereby the very strength in the 
affirming of a given term may the better enable men to make a world that departs 
from it” (xix). In other words, creating new pieties often entails disguising them or 
overlapping them with the old.  
Exceeding other mediums of communication in rhetorical directness and in 
circulation, the popular magazine both generated and amplified new pieties about 
women’s bodies and about their interactions with the bicycle: that the bicycle was a 
technology about which women should know; that it was beneficial to them in 
certain, unprecedented ways; and that it was a tool for a form of modern courtship 
that was healthier and more honest than the existing forms. Both internally and in 
their juxtapositions with one another, articles and instances of various sub-genres 
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within the popular magazines performed this shift in pieties through both direct 
interventions (perspective by incongruity) and through indirect ones calling upon 
the resources of their own ambiguity. In doing so, they situated the bicycle more 
precisely within the larger worldview promoted by the popular magazine generally--
as a technology appropriate for both men and women aspiring toward greater 
vitality, personal fulfillment, and social advancement within a new modern era. 
As a subject of interest, bicycling appeared with regularity in several popular 
magazine sub-genres-- including informational articles and personal commentaries, 
short stories, and colorful advertisements. Each of these sub-genres offered access to 
a slightly different perspective on bicycling, allowing both writers and readers to take 
unique positions with relation to the content within. Writers might, for instance, 
advance factual claims about bicycling within the informational article that scarcely 
broke with existing pieties, or generate new visions for bicycle courtship within short 
stories that strongly asserted new pieties. The result of such varied generic strategies, 
and of such varied relations to existing and new pieties, is a comprehensive new 
“schema of orientation” that readers may inhabit entirely, partially, or not at all 
according to their levels of engagement and ideological commitment to old or new 
pieties. This schema, of course, was reinforced through the overlapping pastiche of 
generic approaches to the bicycle, as much as it was through individual examples of 
any one sub-genre.    
In what follows, I look closely at examples of sub-genres from several 
magazines that are aligned more closely with the “popular” than with the “quality.” 
I’ll consider material from special bicycling issues from Godey’s Magazine, 
Scribner’s Magazine, and Munsey’s Magazine – all of which would, in an ordinary 
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issue, contain numerous bicycle advertisements but only limited mention of bicycles 
in general content. In addition, I’ll offer examples of bicycle material from Pope 
Manufacturing Company-owned Outing, which carried in every issue both 
advertisements and content about bicycling. My intention is to offer, in broad 
strokes, a sense of the content to which popular magazines were exposing readers, so 
as to flesh out the ways that these magazines were fashioning new pieties and subject 
positions for readers.  
Within what I will call “informational articles” about bicycling (characterized 
by their closeness to the “straightforward” reporting of more journalistic mediums 
and by their generally logo-centric tone and content), “expert” writers represented 
content as stable, relatively certain, and laden with facts about which the educated 
reader should know. These articles informed readers about such topics as the bicycle 
industry’s history and development, about proper bicycle care and posture, and 
about doctors’ medical opinions of bicycling. In doing so, they were not overtly 
transformative, serving only to solidify a body of knowledge about bicycling that 
might necessarily precede readers’ shift toward new pieties: the more readers knew 
about the bicycle as a machine or invention, the more they might identify with it and 
with the modern values it was coded to represent. Women were, of course, included 
in the audience and as subject matter for these articles and thus rendered educable 
about bicycle lore, but they did not claim authorship of these articles, which were 
more plentiful in special bicycle issues than any other subgenre except for 
advertisements.18 Within the Godey’s special issue, four of the seven bicycle-related 
pieces seek explicitly to inform readers rather than to entertain, inspire, or persuade.  
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Writing in the April 1896 special bicycling issue of Godey’s Magazine,  J. E. 
Whittlesey article entitled “Some Practical Points” about bicycling, offers a good 
example of an informational article. Whittlesey compares the riding postures of 
three different individuals (A,B, and C) to ladders placed at different angles. Each 
individual is pictured in male silhouette; there is curiously no mention of female 
riders, although feminine bicycle posture was a significant concern among skeptics. 
Hence, the woman reader (as well as rider) is rendered invisible to the discussion: 
not actively deterred from participating, but neither included explicitly in the text. 
Hence, the article functions through productive ambiguity, seeming to reside 
squarely within the bounds of traditional gender roles, but in doing so within a venue 
marketed largely to women, silently defying those bounds.19 
In the article, Whittlesey takes on an authoritative tone in prescribing the 
“natural” and “easy” position of rider B. He also prescribes the equipment that 
prospective consumers will need to buy in order to obtain this position: 
To the rider who sits erect . . . . here is a little practical and kindly advice. 
Manage to procure a “front” saddle-post or a T-post, if you have not one 
already, and adjust your saddle forward, say three or four inches. Then 
exchange your “raised” handlebars for a “drop” bar . . . To the rider now the 
saddle is but a resting-place, not a seat, his weight being distributed on the 
pedals, handle-bars, and saddle in about the relative percentages of 70, 15, 
and 15, procure a flat seat . . . (431) 
Whittlesey uses precise names of equipment (T-post versus saddle-post, raised 
versus dropped handlebars) as well as numeric percentages in order to assert his 
definitive knowledge of the subject. In addition, he describes with precision the 
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nature of the proper bicycling posture: substituting men’s names with letters as in a 
mathematical equation, and incorporating a ladder as a general point of comparison. 
He seeks to influence riding posture through direct instruction, and he does so in 
such a way that his claims seem unimpeachable: masculine, objective, and scientific.  
 Appearing in the May 1896 bicycle issue of Munsey’s Magazine, “The World 
Awheel” offers another apparently unimpeachable example of an informative article 
about bicycling. Authored anonymously, “The World Awheel” promises to offer 
“some of the most interesting points of the history of cycling, and some of the most 
striking aspects of its present marvelous development” (131). It describes major 
inventions that facilitated the bicycle’s development, spreading tales about their 
origin in fable-like segments like this one: 
In 1889 an Irish boy named Dunlop, the son of a veterinary surgeon in 
Dublin, complained so loudly of the joint shattering qualities of his 
“boneshaker” that his father began to experiment and evolved the idea of a 
hollow tire filled with compressed air . . . . Trials soon demonstrated the extra 
speed, great resiliency, and thorough practicability of the pneumatic tire, and 
the demand for it exceeded the supply. (148) 
Here, the author combines a memorable story of a young boy and his father with a 
hint of modern business practices, as demonstrated in his list of the pneumatic tire’s 
excellent qualities and his mention of supply and demand. Though unlike Whitlesey, 
this author does not attempt to convey scientific authority, he or she does praise 
masculine, scientific endeavor as a source of linear innovation. Again, the feminine 
reader is one who can simply express her gratitude for this invention, with its many 
great advantages. And just as the Godey’s article encourages readers to appreciate 
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bicycle posture as a science, this article educates readers to appreciate bicycle 
innovation as a worthwhile historical event—a milestone about which they ought to 
be aware.  
In addition to the narrative celebrating the invention of the pneumatic tire, 
the Munsey’s article contains a vast medley of photographs and illustrations 
documenting the bicycle’s history. These include, but are not limited to: formal 
portraits of current industry leaders, a front shot of a group of young men preparing 
to race on the Manhattan Beach Cycle Track, a picture of a young champion 
demonstrating proper bicycle posture, a sketch of a man from earlier in the century 
riding on a velocipede, a picture of a group of serene women riding in a busy park in 
shortened skirts. The mingling of the contemporary with the historical creates a 
sense of continuity between past and present – the reader is educated, able to 
historicize the bicycle. At the same time, the mingling of images of authority (the 
portrait of Col. Pope, for example) with images representing new pieties (the women 
riders) creates an ideological continuum between old and new pieties that disguises 
itself as history or as mere “information.” The reader is offered a subject position of 
authority based on seeming factual knowledge and lore – on exposure to a visual and 
textual “whirlpool of life” like that Munsey celebrated. Within this whirlpool, readers 
around the country are transported through images to places – Manhattan Beach, 
for instance, or the bicycle trick show - they might otherwise never encounter, giving 
them insider authority through knowledge that they will need in order to embrace 
the new pieties associated with the bicycle.  
Other informational articles performed similar functions and made use of 
similar strategies. F.A. Egan’s “The Evolution of a
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Humphrey’s “A Cycle Show in Little” – both in the April 1896 Godey’s issue – also 
offer a history and a glimpse at the present. In Scribner’s and Outing, similar 
articles—ranging from travel advice to medical prescriptions to biographical 
information about prominent bicycle manufacturers and inventors--share in 
common a tone of authority and a purpose of educating or informing; they offer the 
reader not the particular or personal, but the apparently universal, and they take a 
conservative stance with relation to old pieties. Within their pages, women riders go 
unmentioned even as they are tacitly addressed and their interests referenced. 
Nonetheless, these articles enable the shift toward a new orientation – simply by 
informing readers about the bicycle and encouraging them to integrate its history in 
to their own, they operate in ways that enable other sub-genres with more ideological 
play to promote new pieties. The women reader could, from reading these articles, 
feel like an insider in bicycling discourse, privy to the advice of experts and leaders in 
a new and important field of knowledge. And the male reader, habitually skeptical of 
women’s athleticism, could engage with the article’s content without confronting its 
applicability to female readers. 
In contrast to informational articles, commentary articles about bicycles were 
autobiographical and personal in tone, not claiming to offer expertise so much as 
reflection and experience. These articles were often, though not always, authored by 
women, and the authors represented themselves not as experts, but as converts to a 
new sport and a new, modern attitude. They served as what Burke calls 
“representative anecdotes” from which readers could take cues about how to 
describe their experiences aboard the bicycle. While individual perceptions are 
unique, Burke allows, such anecdotes gain strength in repetition, mediating 
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perceptions and codifying them in terms of certain metaphors or narratives. In this 
way, the representative anecdote represents itself as descriptive, but contains within 
it a prescriptive element (Rhetoric of Motives 60). By encouraging riders to 
understand and articulate the experience of riding in certain ways, through certain 
kinds of anecdotes, these commentary articles subtly modeled new pieties for 
readers. Although anecdotes varied necessarily, they often shared the following 
tropes:  
1. that bicycling was uniquely classless and genderless 
2. that bicycling connected the individual to nature and enriched one’s 
sensibilities 
3. that the speed of the bicycle’s rise to enormous popularity suggested 
infinite possibilities in the future 
4. that bicycling would change women’s lives utterly, both in terms of their 
physical and their mental health and well-being 
Because these tropes appear to be universal and consistent with the ideals of both 
the past and present American experience, they function as a disguise in piety 
transformation. That is, the newness of bicycling is tempered by the familiarity of its 
associations with the ideals implicit in the tropes.  At the same time, their repeated 
presence within popular commentaries on bicycling prescribes for readers how they 
might think of bicycling, as well. 
One Scribner’s bicycle issue article entitled “The Bicycle: The Wheel of Today,” 
offers a thorough example of the rhetorical work performed by the commentary 
article. In this article, Philip G. Hubert describes his experience with the bicycle, 
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quickly establishing a personal tone in relating his new hobby to his childhood 
obsession with flying. He says: 
Having always had this mild mania for flying, I was much impressed a few years 
ago when someone said to me: ‘If you want to come as near flying as we are likely 
to get in this generation, learn to ride a pneumatic bicycle. Then I began for the 
first time to take a serious interest in the bicycle upon which my eldest boy was so 
fond of . . . and today I am only too willing to say all that I can in its favor. When 
one begins to tell why the bicycle is one of the great inventions of the century, it is 
hard to begin, because there is so much to say  (692) 
Hubert is no expert here, but a recently converted enthusiast who had to borrow his 
son’s bike and who admits to having trouble knowing how to express his belief in the 
bicycle’s importance as an invention. He models a simple ethos of honesty and 
bafflement at the bicycle’s powers, which are “like flying.” This bafflement is only 
heightened during the rest of the article when he describes his continuing 
transformation. Because it runs like a narrative, it does not make absolute demands 
on the reader in the way that the informational article does – allowing for more 
speculation and ideological play on Hubert’s part.  
Specifically, Hubert speculates about the classnessess and gender inclusion of 
bicycling and about the speed with which the bicycle has already transformed 
society. Commenting on his visit to a bicycle show, he notes its uniqueness: “all 
classes seemed to be represented. At the horse show . . . or the dog show, the 
mechanic is never seen; at the bicycle show I noticed hundreds of men, evidently 
prosperous mechanics . . . “ (697). Hubert, himself a middle-class office worker, 
apparently celebrates this democratizing feature of the bicycle and tacitly encourages 
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his reader to do the same. In the same way, he celebrates the speed with which the 
new technology has transformed women’s lives:  
The wheel was still a toy five or six years ago . . . still something of a curiosity as a 
machine for grown men, while women who braved pubic opinion far enough to 
ride one in public looked upon with suspicion . . . When a wheel was offered that 
anyone – man, woman, or child – could learn to ride well inside of a fortnight . . . 
then, seemingly, everyone began to talk bicycles. Now no one is too old or too 
young to ride a “Safety,” and the woman who objects to bicycling is soon likely to 
be looked upon as more eccentric than her sister who skims along the road in 
bloomers. (694) 
By implying a certain sort of discontinuous, transformed and transforming time and 
space in his article, he conveys the baffling speed of change. Just five or six years ago 
the world was one way; now it is another: why cling to old pieties when things may 
still be utterly different five or six years from now? Hubert ‘s narrative offers an 
example of perspective by incongruity (Permanence and Change 89). The 
eccentricity of the bloomered lady is transferred to the eccentricity of her critic, and 
the result is jarring for the reader: it represents a momentary confrontation with a 
new piety, and it suggests that anything is possible within fast-changing times. 
Last, Hubert establishes his bicycle riding as a means of achieving harmony 
with the natural environment from which the forces of modernity threatened to 
alienate him. In reflecting on his bicycle tour with his son, he paints a vivid picture of 
natural enjoyment and escape from modern work:  
To wheel quietly up and down hill and across valley, miles away from so-
called civilization, and yet knowing that with a good bicycle miles mean but 
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little . . . to wheel silently at sunset into some peaceful village where your 
guide-book bids you welcome--and at reduced rates--all this is worth 
celebrating (Hubert 702). 
Civilization here, for Hubert, is only “so-called” – a weak reality compared to his 
painterly-rendered natural landscape. 20 The bicycle, together with nature, elevate 
his sensibilities, enabling him to wax poetic and to express the richness and 
robustness of the life his bicycle has led him to lead – while in the same sentence he 
reminds the reader that “reduced rates” are worth celebrating, too. His commentary 
on the bicycle renders transformation available to the reader and places it in terms of 
tropes that appear to readers to represent universal values – democracy, unity, 
sensitivity, and vitality are all implicated in his picture of bicycling’s transformative 
potential. Overall, his commentary serves as a representative anecdote in that it 
encourages certain observations about the culture of bicycle riding—its democracy, 
its inclusion of women, its closeness to nature. And whereas the informational article 
claims authority without offering any apparent threat to existing pieties, Hubert’s 
commentary offers new pieties but asserts them tentatively, as personal in nature.  
Also in the Scribner’s special bicycling issue, Marguerite Merington’s “Woman 
and the Bicycle” features similar engagement with the modernity tropes of vitality, 
natural sensibility and democracy, and it offers a similar kind of anecdote about 
bicycling. Chronologically within the magazine, it follows Hubert’s article directly 
but is much shorter in length; it thus appears as an addition that merely reinforces 
through a gendered lens the tropes put forward in his commentary. Unlike in 
Hubert’s article, women readers are positioned within the context of these tropes as 
direct recipients of and participants in the benefits that their enactment will bring 
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society, and they are invited to participate as producers, as well as consumers, of 
similar anecdotes about bicycling.  
Like Hubert, Merington emphasizes the bicycle’s availability as a recreation and 
means of transportation to all classes, noting not that, “[t]he one who fain would 
ride, and to whom a horse is a wistful dream, at least may hope to realize a wheel” 
(702). Instead of focusing on male workers, however, Merington praises “the armies 
of women clerks in Chicago and Washington who go by wheel to business,” and who 
“show that exercise within bounds need not impair the spick-and-spandy neatness 
that marks the bread-winning American girl” (703). In contrast to Hubert’s words, 
which celebrate the wheel’s class accessibility but emphasize the ease with which it is 
learned, Merington sees bicycling as a badge of skill for working class women, who 
can use it competently and efficiently for transportation to work.  
 Similar to Hubert, Merington suggests that the experience of bicycle riding 
ought to be an encounter with nature. She employs vivid, poetic descriptions in order 
to establish the greater vitality and sensibility that bicycling provides the rider, 
describing the bicycle in vaguely Wordsworthian terms:  
Far-reaching dreams of summer may bear the traveler of the wheel through clean 
stretches of the Berkshires, on sunny lanes of Normandy, among Welsh 
mountains . . . but all the workaday year there are highways radiating from the 
heart of the city to the borderland of the country, where one may breathe new 
inspiration for the world – the world that we persist in having too much with us 
in the getting and spending efforts that lay waste the powers. (704) 
Merington’s bicycle traveler finds relief in thoughts of future trips and even in simply 
riding around the city. For this person, the new technology is at once a source of 
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renewed vitality and a way to demonstrate a greater sensitivity to nature. It is 
interesting, however, that Merington refers to “the powers” in economical terms, 
asserting that we must “spend” our efforts in a way that needs regeneration through 
bicycling. She is implicating women riders in the strain of modern life at work, rather 
than suggesting that they are somehow outside of this strain. She specifically 
celebrates women’s agency in regulating their health through bicycling, when she 
notes that: 
Now and then a complaint arises of the narrowness of woman’s sphere. For 
such disorder of the soul the sufferer can do no better than to flatten her 
sphere to a circle, mount it, and take to the road. An hour of the wheel means 
sixty minutes of fresh air and wholesome exercise . . . it may be well to put 
down to the credit side of the day’s reckoning with flesh and spirit. (703) 
The bicycle here is not part of the solution: it is the solution to the problem. The 
complaint about the limited realm of women, too, is simply something casual, 
something that happens “now and again” and that can be quieted by riding and 
chalked up to “the day’s reckoning with flesh and spirit” (703). Merington’s notion is 
in some senses a conservative one: it suggests that women can attain greater vitality 
simply by riding, and that in doing so they will cease to struggle with the societally 
imposed limitations placed on their lives. At the same time, it breaks pieties by 
acknowledging women’s need for such an escape and by asserting their right to seek 
it out. 
 Writing in the Godey’s special issue, Mary Bisland offers a similar 
commentary on women’s bicycling in her article “Woman’s Cycle.” Like Merington, 
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she celebrates the working woman as the lucky and worthy recipient of the bicycle’s 
benefits: 
The bicycle is . . . the very mainstay of health and pleasure to that great factor 
in modern life, the bread-winning woman. Leaving her desk, her sewing-table, 
her counter, or school-room, this worker knows, with unerring instinct, where 
she will soonest find the quickest reaction from her mental and bodily fatigue. 
Her bicycle is her first thought, her sweetest refuge. (386) 
Just as Merington compliments the “spick-and-spandy” American women worker, 
Bisland praises this worker as “that great factor in modern life” who possesses 
“unerring instinct” in preserving her health and happiness. Her description of the 
different jobs this woman might do allows readers at once to see their potential 
selves reflected in the language and to celebrate their industriousness.  
Like Hubert, meanwhile, Bisland employs the sudden transformation trope in 
“Woman’s Cycle.” However, she emphasizes not only the suddenness of new 
conditions of life but the stagnation of all of history until the present moment: 
Hampered through all generations, verily since Eve first essayed dressmaking 
in the Garden of Eden, by clothes that sadly restricted anything like liberty of 
action, the locomotion of women has been always passive and dependent . . . 
Now, if a pitying Providence should suddenly fit light, strong wings to the 
back of a toiling tortoise, that patient cumber of the ground could hardly feel a 
more astonishing sense of exhilaration and gratitude than a woman 
experiences when first she becomes a mistress of her wheel. (386)  
In Permanence and Change, Burke notes that the metaphor “appeals by 
exemplifying relationships between objects which our customary rational vocabulary 
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has ignored” (90)--thus bringing these relationships to light and creating new 
linkages in our thinking. Bisland’s use of animal metaphors--the toiling tortoise and 
the winged bird – functions here in just this way, pointing the reader’s attention 
through analogy to the transformation that women have experienced.  At the same 
time, the experience is simply a “then and now” shift – the shift being so radical that 
it defies all of stagnant history and suggests the possibility for infinite future changes 
in perspectives. Also, whereas Hubert mentions the women’s bicycling phenomenon 
as evidence of change that he can observe but does not participate in or even offer 
opinions of, Bisland represents this same phenomenon as a bodily, as well as a 
social, transformation, using figurative language in order to elicit in her readers the 
sense of freedom that it represents. For Bisland, the present is not only separate 
from the past, but thankfully so. 
 The commentary articles, as individualized, often highly metaphorical 
observations of non-experts, carried within them the stuff of ideological 
transformation that the informational articles often did not. Situated alongside 
informational articles, they represented a tentative move outward from old pieties 
toward new ones, but were rendered less threatening by their close association with 
these more fact-laden articles. Commentaries like Hubert’s, Bisland’s, and 
Merington’s fashioned and deployed tropes that implicated the bicycle in the 
celebration of new virtues for the modern era:  the unity of men, women, and 
children and the industriousness of every class and gender; the return to natural 
sensibility through increased, intensified living near the out of doors, and the 
possibility for sudden change and rejection of the stifling confines of conventionality. 
Repeated within countless anecdotes, these tropes produced in readers an 
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understanding of the claims they might make about bicycling and its benefits, and of 
the narratives within which they might situate their experiences. Readers both male 
and female could articulate a definitive break from the past and its customs, a notion 
that vibrant, robust life awaited the person willing to embrace new experiences, and 
a confidence that new technologies would with great suddenness make Americans’ 
lives better than they had ever been before.  
If commentary articles introduced and encouraged tropes of modernity within 
essays of reflection and personal experience about bicycling, short fiction within the 
popular magazine presented realities that brought these tropes into play, giving 
readers a glimpse at how an ideologically transformed world might look. Rather than 
offering, for instance, one woman’s experience and opinions about bicycling, short 
stories depicted many different women and men interacting together around the 
bicycle, representing and being appropriately rewarded or punished for different 
attitudes about women’s bicycling. The short story represented the outermost 
boundary of the sub-genre spectrum, far afield from old pieties in comparison to 
both the commentary and the informative article. Because of its official status as 
fiction, however, short stories did not seem to threaten pieties directly; readers could 
approach them with a willingness to “try on” new pieties without necessarily 
embracing these new pieties as fact or reality. Though this sub-genre appeared most 
frequently within hobbyist magazines like Outing, which enjoyed a readership 
already attracted to new pieties, they were featured in special issues of mainstream 
popular magazines as well – evidence that the full range of ideological play was 
available not just to confirmed bicycle enthusiasts, but to readers who might become 
bicycle enthusiasts in the future.  
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Like most fiction in popular magazines of the day, bicycle fiction often 
centered on romance plots, seeking more specifically than commentary articles to 
capture the imagination of women readers. In doing so, it did not just gesture at new 
pieties celebrating modernity; rather, it served an ideological role in creating visions 
of what these pieties might look like in action. As Ellen Gruber Garvey has pointed 
out, such stories in popular magazines were “product-centered”--often solicited 
specifically by magazine editors to appear beside relevant advertisements for 
bicycles. They were not identical, though they often did address in some way the 
tropes of modernity established in commentary articles. In addition, they offered as 
pieties the following ideas in contradiction with past conventions: 
1. that bicycle riding is feminine and proper 
2. that women who ride bicycles are attractive to men 
3. that men who ride bicycles are attractive to women 
4. that bicycling is a wholesome way for friends to spend time together 
5. that distrust of women bicyclists is old-fashioned and ridiculous 
6. that bicycling increases one’s sensitivity to and connection to nature, 
making one a better and more humane person 
As one might expect, these ideas often overlapped with one another and occasionally 
contradicted eachother. In doing so, they created what Burke describes as 
“productive ambiguity” – explicit overlap or confusion between old and new pieties, 
for the purpose of disguising new ideas as old and of promoting new behaviors 
among men and women that seemed consistent with old.  
 “Rosalind Awheel,” by Flora Lincoln Comstock, appears in the April 1896 
Godey’s Magazine bicycle issue, along with several of the other bicycle pieces I have 
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described. The context in which the story appears is significant in its proximity to 
pieces with potentially varying pieties (Whittlesey’s information piece on posture 
appears to preserve the realm of bicycling as masculine); together, these pieces 
anchor one another, giving the reader a stronger sense of the diversity of discourse 
about bicycling than of the strength of any particular discourse within the group. In 
one sense, this anchoring limits the ideological potential of the story, but in another, 
it enables readers to accept the story more readily as part of a larger picture.  
In the story, Comstock’s main character, Rosalind, deceives her “stern” father 
and old-fashioned mother by pawning a diamond pin she received as a gift in order 
to buy her own bicycle, which she stores and learns to ride in secret. After Rosalind 
plans a secret bicycle trip and dons a boy’s costume as a disguise, she recognizes a 
fellow bicyclist, Vernon Darrington, as the brother of her friend. By the end of the 
story, Rosalind has had many adventures, all in the company of Darrington and his 
friends, who believe her a fellow boy. When she exhausts herself saving a man from a 
fire by racing on her bicycle to wake up the doctor, however, Darrington reveals that 
he has known all along who she is. Professing his admiration of her heroism, 
Darrington nevertheless insists on returning her to her parents’ home - after which 
she is banished to her Grandmother’s farm for the rest of the summer. The story 
ends with the bicycle nowhere in sight, but with Rosalind’s convenient discovery that 
Darrington will be working near her grandmother’s farm and Rosalind’s realization 
“with a queer sort of thrill” (393) that she has forgiven him for taking her back home.  
The story is interesting in its ideological tensions for several reasons. 
Physically, Rosalind is the picture of the Gibson Girl--reporting that her boy’s 
costume fits easily because of her “length of limb and general slenderness,” and 
  
109 
 
commenting about her conveniently short curls. She celebrates her “delightful 
freedom from skirts,” (389), as well as the speed with which she is able to change her 
clothing without “so many hooks and eyes to fasten as usual” (390). Despite 
Rosalind’s boyish figure and resistance to women’s clothing, however, Darrington 
clearly admires her, realizing her duplicity almost immediately because, as he 
assures her, “[hers] is not a face a man finds it easy to forget” (392). Her 
adventuresome nature is rendered both acceptable and harmless – nothing Rosalind 
can do changes the fact that she is an attractive woman, and men like Darrington will 
almost know her better than herself, by recognizing her as the woman that she is. 
Hence her character is productively ambiguous, both violating and confirming 
existing pieties about women’s appearance and behavior.  
The ambiguity of Rosalind’s outer appearance is paralleled by inward 
ambiguity, as she seems to strive toward transcending her feminine nature but never 
to succeed. Her striving, rather, leads her only to a transformation from a position of 
resistance to one of acceptance. Initially, she seems feisty and rebellious – “pin[ing] 
and sulk[ing] and [weeping]” (388) when her father refuses to allow her to bicycle, 
envisioning herself as she plans her trip as “a Dona Quixote on wheels” (388), and 
even reporting that she had always wanted to be a boy. As her adventures take her in 
to danger and force her to mingle with other classes, however, she reveals that her 
mischief has not destroyed her refined middle class femininity. When she stops in 
her disguise to spend the night at a roadside inn and ends up spending the evening 
among a group of men, for instance, she is upset when the conversation 
“progress[es] in a way that [is] far from refined” (390). Later, when she senses that 
Darrington has discovered her true identity, she laments that he must view her as “a 
  
110 
 
romp, an unsexed girl perhaps, an extreme version of the ‘new woman’” (392), and is 
pleased that he shows his manners by moving so that his pipe smoke does not get in 
her face (390).  While the reader is encouraged to admire Rosalind’s pluck and her 
resistance to her unreasonable father, then, we do so only because we are reassured 
that underneath her urge for adventure she is a marriageable, heterosexual woman.  
Despite its rocky beginnings, the relationship that the reader is encouraged to 
envision will materialize between Rosalind and Darrington in the future is at once 
consistent with Victorian pieties and resistant to these pieties – a location for 
ambiguity. On the one hand, Darrington’s insistence that he accompany Rosalind 
home to her father’s house reinscribes the gender hierarchy that Rosalind resisted by 
disobeying her father. He tells her: 
I am sorry to seem disagreeable, but you will have to allow me to see you safe 
once more under your father’s roof. You are an innocent little girl, and have 
not the least understanding of the dangers you face. I shall take you home to-
morrow – peaceably, I hope, but surely, in any event. (392) 
The harshness of this almost-threat assures the reader that Darrington is more 
experienced in the world that Rosalind and that he is appropriately masculine and 
firm. At the same time, however, he opens his heart to Rosalind on their ride home, 
admitting that he had looked for her after meeting her with his sister the year before; 
he even hides her bicycle from her father when she reenters her house. In the end, 
though, Rosalind reports without much regret that the bicycle is confiscated “of 
course.” The idea is that she won’t need it any longer, as her time at her 
Grandmother’s farm, presumably, will be occupied by more fitting pursuits, like 
courtship with the appropriately masculine, middle class Darrington.  Hence, 
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Rosalind’s adventure in men’s clothing is presented as appropriately gutsy, though 
futile, while her interest in bicycling helps her capture an appropriately masculine, 
modern mate.  
In Outing Magazine’s “A Fin de Cycle Incident,” Edna C. Jackson emphasizes 
the contrast between “modern” and old-fashioned Victorian ways of thinking. The 
courtship plot is different from most, in that the couple is already engaged at the 
beginning of the story. The problem hinges instead on their mismatching: the female 
protagonist, Renie, must convert her conservative fiancé, Horace, to proper 
understandings about gender relations and women’s athletics. Unlike Rosalind’s 
father’s refusal to accept women’s bicycling in “Rosalind Awheel,” Horace’s disgust is 
unacceptable and ridiculous because he is a prospective suitor representing the 
younger generation. It is only after Renie saves his life by riding on her bicycle to 
warn him that some hoboes are planning to attack him that he discards his old ideas. 
And yet, this dramatic effort does not go unrewarded: whereas “Rosalind Awheel” 
ends with romantic speculation about the two main characters, “A Fin de Cycle 
Incident” concludes with the reflection that the now-married Renie and Horace 
“spend most delightful hours together, perambulating the country, per cycle” (198).  
Early in the story, Jackson foregrounds the foolishness of Horace’s attitudes 
toward his fiancé, who struggles with her fear of confessing to him about the secret 
bicycle lessons she is receiving from her brother Jim. During visits to Renie’s house, 
for instance, he announces that he abhors women’s “mannish posing” as athletes, as 
well as “the bold ways and language of the so-called fin de siecle girl” (192). He 
showers her with belittling epithets and compliments, reminiscent of Ibsen’s Torvald 
Helmer. (“Your very words are flower-like, my little saint!”). So old fashioned is 
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Horace that he even recoils from Renie’s touch on his cheek because of what Jackson 
tells us are his “fossilized notions of maidenly reserve” (192). Signficantly, too, he is 
guilty of old-fashioned class snobbery, speculating about a strike at his workplace 
“with haughty surprise” at the nerve of “the working classes [to] presume to dictate 
over their employers” (192). To Renie and to boyish, robust Jim, who serves as 
Horace’s foil, his actions are in need of remedy - or, as Renie vows early in the story, 
“I must get those antiquated ideas of his remodeled to the present century!” (192).  
If Horace is need of remodeling, Renie is positively adequate as the very fin de 
siecle maiden her fiancé fears. She is slender and attractive while exercising, as 
Jackson emphasizes in her description of Renie swinging Indian clubs to vent her 
frustrations about her fiancé:  
Her eyes sparkled; a soft flush came into her cheeks; the lace sleeves fell back 
from the rounded arms, and the supple form swayed to and fro as she swung 
the clubs with lightning speed . . . Altogether it was a pretty picture and told of 
long and patient practice (193).  
Like Rosalind, Renie looks the part of the Gibson Girl, with her “sparkling” eyes and 
“soft flush” on her cheeks. She is also appropriately spirited, giving her bike “a small 
kick with her slippered foot” after she falls off, declaring, “I don’t see what skirts 
were made for, anyhow! They are always in the way!” (193), and returning to her 
bicycle the next day donning “full Turkish pants of blue, blouse, and saucy cap 
crushed over boyish curls!” And she disagrees with her fiancé about the strike at his 
workplace, demonstrating her more democratic attitudes that are in keeping with the 
brand of modernity the popular magazines sought to promote to a mixed readership. 
Despite her spirit, however, Renie remains innocent, naïve, and feminine – a “small 
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coward” (192) in her failure to dissent openly with Horace about the striking 
workers. She stays up late crying about her dishonesty to him about her bicycling, 
and when she confesses to Jim her plan to buy bloomers, she does so with “tears on 
the long lashes and a suspicious quiver around the red lips” – a description that 
points the reader both to her girlishness and to her still intact sense of propriety. The 
reader, then, is invited to see Renie as gutsy but feminine and ultimately non-
threatening.  
 Following Burke’s observation that within motives lie possibilities for the 
ambiguity that leads to transformation within times of social instability, Renie’s 
motives as an actor within the story are filled with productive ambiguity. Early in the 
story, even her decision to attempt the bicycle is grounded in unclear motives; she 
only does so, in the end, because she remembered that she had promised Jim that 
she would. “It wouldn’t do to break a promise, would it?” (194), she exclaims – her 
enthusiasm suggests relief at having an excuse to defy Horace’s wishes, though at the 
same time the reader is left with a strong sense of her appropriate commitment to 
keeping promises. Does she ride because of her own desire? Because of her 
commitment to her brother? Because of her own code of honor? The answer is 
everywhere but nowhere certain, allowing the reader to choose how to read the 
situation in a way that does not explicitly violate his or her pieties. Were the motive 
certain (“Despite Horace’s wishes, Renie could not resist her own desires . . . “) this 
option would not exist, and the reader would be placed in a clearer, more 
oppositional location with relation to the text.  
The story’s climax offers another instance of such productive ambiguity. 
When Renie overhears that hoboes are plotting to kill Horace, she must expose her 
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secret – the only way to save him is to ride her bicycle, in bloomers, to the rail station 
where he gets off his train. In an exciting moment, Renie acts as heroine, barely 
outriding the train through a tunnel: 
Not once does the brave wheel slacken; not once does its rider waver! Into the 
black cavern she speeds and is swallowed up in darkness. She bends lower 
over the machine, of which she seems to have become a part. Perhaps the 
angels are clearing the way  . . . perhaps she calls on them softly . . . she is 
hardly conscious; all life seems to be merged in feet and close-set lips. She 
begins to see a dim opening before her; how faint it is! Nearer, nearer! A 
scream that reverberates deafeningly against the rocky walls makes her heart 
leap and stand still. It is now or never a race for life . . . (198) 
Significantly, Renie is only forced out of necessity to exert herself and expose herself 
to her fiancé, excusing all possible motives for her behavior. And she is merged with 
her machine – literally, “a part” of it. Does the agency for motion come from her or 
the bicycle? From the angels, which she “perhaps” has called upon, in an 
appropriately soft voice? The ambiguous merging of agents here is productive in its 
refusal to convey permanent hero status on the female protagonist: she is only 
caught in an emergency, moved beyond her ordinary abilities to perform 
extraordinary acts for which she shares claim with both her bicycle and the angels.  
 Whereas Jackson’s story conveys a sense of the possibility for rehabilitation 
for an old-fashioned bicycle-hater like Horace, John Seymour Wood’s “A Dangerous 
Sidepath: A Story of the Wheel” suggests that an already strong love of bicycling may 
be indicative of a character’s inherent worth as a prospective mate. And whereas the 
two couples in the other stories share a comfortable middle class status despite their 
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modern appreciation for and interactions with other classes, the hero Sam Selover of 
Wood’s story is a struggling law clerk who manages, on his bicycle, to move up the 
social ladder in his match with wealthy Nathalie Sedge. As the story opens, the 
reader hears that he lives in a small flat with his mother and sister, whom he 
supports. It is significant when the narrator tells the reader that Selover “bought a 
bike on installments” because he was too poor to follow his doctor’s advice and go on 
vacation; his health improved through riding, he now enjoys the view of the natural 
world afforded by bicycling. He is a rider who “rides slowly; who loves the tour, the 
shade of the overhanging beech, the purling brook, the pretty views of distant hills, 
and who will stop and get off his wheel to enjoy them” (209). What he lacks in 
finances or status, he makes up for in artistic sensitivity – a quality which is both 
facilitated by and enhanced by his bicycling.  
  Sam meets Nathalie while on a bicycle tour with two friends, whom the reader 
is told “preferred Sam’s company to any in the world” despite being “of rich families” 
(210). Nathalie is the cousin of one of these friends – also wealthy, and also 
unafflicted by class snobbery. Though Sam is attracted to her beauty from the first, it 
is when he thinks of her riding that he becomes particularly smitten. Noticing a 
lady’s bike outside of family’s stately colonial, he wonders: “Did she ride? Instantly 
he thought of her flying along under the elms, a vision of beauty on her wheel – for a 
pretty girl never looks so pretty as when wheeling” (212). When the group decides to 
go for an evening ride, he observes approvingly her “becoming riding dress of blue 
serge” which gives “the exquisite lines of her figure in perfection” (213). And he is 
more effusive when she actually begins to ride: 
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She rode her wheel to perfection, sitting very straight and running the wheel 
on a line. How graceful she was! How light and bird-like! Sam longed to ride 
that way in the sweet, scented twilight forever! (213) 
Unlike Horace, Sam needs no retraining; his appreciation of Nathalie’s bicycle 
prowess marks him as a worthy modern suitor for the female reader to seek and the 
male reader to emulate. And Nathalie – though daring in her expert bicycle riding – 
does not lack in feminine sympathy. She is “simple, quiet, sincere with him” as he 
tells her of his hardships during their ride. And when he falls in to the creek, 
breaking his leg and ending their ride abruptly, she “administer[s] to him 
assiduously” in the following days – even sacrificing her bicycling to read to him all 
day as he recuperates “under the shady piazza of [her parents’] beautiful old house” 
(214). As is the case in “A Fin de Cycle Incident” and “Rosalind Awheel,” the new 
pieties that are suggested by Nathalie’s athleticism and Sam’s attraction to it are 
limited by the persistence of the old pieties: once Sam and Nathalie become engaged 
and they complete their bicycle tour honeymoon, they undertake “a better 
occupation”: the bicycle is no where to be seen, and Sam wheels instead a baby 
carriage (214). Once again, however, it is the persistence of the conventional that 
enables the possibility of the transformative. 
These are but a sampling of the bicycle stories that appeared during the 
1890s; many were courtship tales like these, locating the bicycle as a mechanism for 
modern love as a more authentic, more dynamic entity than the courtship customs of 
the past. Some were less explicitly romantic in nature, featuring adventures in which 
male characters are the sole bicyclists. By demonstrating the compatibility of new 
pieties with old and simultaneously calling into question staunch skeptics of 
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women’s bicycling, stories like Jackson’s, Comstock’s, and Wood’s moved beyond the 
pieties of the commentary articles, offering readers not just individual reflections or 
a guide to what claims to make about bicycling’s benefits, but a guide to 
understanding certain bicycle-related behaviors as attractive: female athleticism, 
male appreciation for female athleticism, and mutual companionship between men 
and women. Situated alongside commentaries, as well as informational articles, 
these short stories nevertheless appear less threatening to existing pieties, explicitly 
claiming only the realm of fiction within their purview.  
Unlike the other sub-genres within the popular magazine, advertisements for 
bicycles and bicycle-related products played a shifting and variable role in facilitating 
readers’ ideological transformation. Most often, they featured factual information 
about the product, educating and informing the reader about the product in 
question. Frequently, however, these ads also reinforced the modernity tropes with 
which readers were becoming more familiar through other sub-genres. They 
promoted, for instance, the notion of a Romantic connection to nature, or the idea of 
the appropriateness of love and affection between courting bicyclists. Often, the 
stories implied in advertising illustrations served as indirect allusions to a 
magazine’s short stories themselves. And of course, the advertisement encouraged 
consumption as well as, indirectly, the imitation and performance of the narratives 
presented in the commentaries and short stories themselves.  
Most bicycle and bicycle product ads in popular magazines were simple 
declarations of a product’s quality, price, and availability. A logo-centric Victor 
bicycle ad in the April 1896 issue of Godey’s, for instance, exemplifies the strategies 
used in the informational article: factual representation with apparent intention to 
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educate the reader about the product. It is described as “a machine” with specified 
parts, made and assembled by a company known for its “scientific construction” and 
“greatest perfection of detail.”  In an era when scientific information was held in 
increasingly high regard, and when Americans were hopeful that engineering feats 
like that of the bicycle would usher them into a bright future, the reader of this ad 
could feel privy to factual, scientific information while reading this ad. The woman 
reader, in particular, could see her prospective bicycle-buying as a practical endeavor 
about which she could inform herself thoroughly. 
 Within the same April 1896 issue, however, women are called in to the 
audience in a different way, in an ad from the same bicycle company. The 
frontispiece Victor ad (figure 3.2) features an artistic rendering of femininity 
immersed in natural beauty. The words “Victor Victoria” and “Bicycles Overman 
Wheel Co.” are embedded in intricate vines and flowers, suggesting a merging of 
bicycle and nature that recalls Hubert’s and Merington’s commentaries. The maiden 
in the center of the ad stares serenely off in to the trees, so taken with the natural 
imagery that she does not strive to appeal to the reader. Whereas the factual Victor 
ad depicts the bicycle as a “machine” with certain specifications, this Victor ad offers 
no information other than the company’s name and location – suggesting that while 
the bicycle is part of the wave of new scientific modernity, it is at the same time 
beyond it – offering modern riders access to an idyllic past. 
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Figure 3.2 Overman Victoria ad, Godey’s Magazine, 1896. 
The Spinning Wheels of days gone by 
Give way to Spinning Wheels that fly. 
And damsels fair do lightly tread 
The graceful Victor now, instead. 
Clad in a plaid bicycle costume and sitting on a safety, a “modern” woman knowingly 
smiles at the reader below. This ad appeals directly to the woman reader, setting her 
in opposition to Victorian ideals and suggesting that the bicycle is an implement of 
empowerment.  
The juxtaposition of these many different ads, often in the same issue of a 
magazine, and often involving the same companies, offers a mixing of pieties old and 
new, a productive use of the resources of ambiguity: the reader of the Overman 
advertisements may understand women riders as truly changed by bicycling – 
liberated and independent, or as objects of natural beauty, or as educated, 
  
120 
 
ungendered buyers of a scientifically constructed machine. Advertisements for Pope 
Manufacturing Company featured similar variation, while ads for smaller companies 
were often smaller in size and less elaborate in illustration, conveying mostly a 
scientific ethos.  
 Almost as numerous as bicycle ads were ads for other products that 
incorporated women riders. One Ivory soap ad in Ladies Home Journal (figure 3.4) 
aligns itself with modern era vitality by incorporating a woman rider whose clothing 
has been muddied by a bicycle fall. As the caption reassures the reader: “One can be 
genteel and neat, and still indulge a love of out-door sports.”  The ad implies that one 
may possess modern hobbies and natural sensibilities without really changing at all; 
the bicyclist who buys Ivory soap will be able to enjoy herself without sacrificing her 
respectability. Consumerism (the buying of the soap) is once again tied to liberation, 
as the woman who does not have to worry about mud stains is free to go as she 
pleases.  
 
Figure 3.3  Overman Wheel Co. advertisement. Ladies’ Home Journal, 1894. 
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Figure 3.4 Ivory Soap advertisement. Ladies Home Journal, May 1894. 
The tall, graceful-looking woman in the Ivory soap ad brings to mind the nurturing 
but adventurous Nathalie Sedge from “A Dangerous Sidepath.” Other advertisements 
within popular magazines, for products ranging from soap to sewing patterns, 
similarly featured women with bicycles, often juxtaposing the toil of old-fashioned 
household work to the carefree enjoyment of the bicycling. The woman who used 
time-saving modern products to lighten her duties had more time for recreation, the 
ads suggested; in doing so, they both strengthened and capitalized on the 
associations already in place between the bicycle and the promise of the new modern 
era.  
In general, bicycle-related advertisements in popular magazines forwarded 
the suggestions of all of the other sub-genres therein. Many were strictly 
informational, while others suggested narratives that paralleled the tropes within the 
commentaries and short stories beside which they were placed. Some emphasized 
the aesthetic appeal of the woman bicyclist while others forwarded her savviness and 
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vitality. Taken together, these ads contributed to the shifting of pieties by providing 
varied visuals from among which the reader could choose to relate. In addition, they 
enhanced the sense of connection between the bicycle and the popular magazine, 
even in issues in which the bicycle was not featured in articles.  
 
III. Conclusion 
In his study of architectural students’ notebooks, Peter Medway has used the 
term “baggy genre” to refer to a genre that varies in form and content despite its 
apparently common function. Similarly, Janet Giltrow considers as “metagenres” 
those genres which are bound together loosely through the sharing of a common 
“atmosphere.” Certainly, both of these descriptions suit the popular magazine of the 
nineteenth century: it was a loose complex of different interconnected and 
interdependent sub-genres, together creating an atmosphere in which the promise of 
modernity and materialism could flourish, and readers could negotiate individually 
their transition from the pieties of the Victorian period toward the new pieties of 
early twentieth century mass culture.  
As I have argued in this chapter, the sheer variety of sub-genres offered 
readers different approaches to content and allowed for varying amounts of 
ideological play in embracing new modern pieties like feminine athleticism. Some 
stable sub-genres, like the informational article, did not challenge old pieties 
directly, but contributed to the accumulation of informational discourse that allowed 
for other genres – the commentary article, the short story, and many advertisements 
– to introduce new pieties. The tropes of democratic unity, infinite possibility, 
romantic sensibility, and vitality did much within commentary articles to promote 
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the bicycle as a machine that would bring improvement to the lives of its riders. In 
doing so, these tropes reinforced ideas about why riders should ride: for an escape 
from the hassles of modern urban living, for a feeling of common experience across 
class and gender lines, and for a connection to a future that might bring almost 
infinite positive change. The short story, meanwhile, offered a clear vision of what 
bicycling courtship and gender relations might look like. Male readers could look to 
short stories in order to identify appropriate and inappropriate responses to 
women’s riding; the ideal suitor would be supportive but still chivalrous, impressed 
by a woman’s willingness to pursue new adventures but also secure in his role as 
protector. Female readers, meanwhile, could imagine what sorts of riding behaviors 
would attract male suitors: those that were reasonably technically impressive but 
still attentive to personal appearance, and those that did not impede feminine 
sensibilities like those that Nathalie Sedge showed for the injured Sam. Finally, all of 
these new modern values were forwarded in the advertisement, which urged readers 
not only to transform their pieties, but to modernize themselves by literally buying, 
and thus enabling the realities about which they were reading.  
 As a genre, then, the popular magazine did much not only to promote 
women’s bicycling to the wider public, but also to tune the new technology and the 
changing culture to one another. That is, the popular magazine genre’s depiction of 
bicycling guided readers toward certain claims and generalizations about the role 
that the wheel might play in their lives—both fitting into existing pieties and 
rhetorically reshaping those pieties. The resultant changes—both as depicted within 
the magazine and in actual practice—advanced certain possibilities and discouraged 
others, such as the advent of competitive women’s riding or the return to the mid-
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1880s, when high wheeling was an elite masculine pastime. Nonetheless, the wide 
circulation of the magazine, as well as its power as a culture-shaping force, ensured 
that bicycling for both men and women gained far more visibility than it had had in 
years past, and that women’s bicycling assumed a generally accepted role among 
readers as varied as those whom writers like Hubert and Merington claimed were 
riding the wheel.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 
15 Bicycle historian Pryor Dodge notes, for instance, that the cigar industry fell off 
during the bicycle craze, as wheelmen stopped smoking their Sunday cigars. 
According to Dodge, consumption fell at the rate of one million a day, or seven 
hundred million cigars a year (120).  
 
16 I describe the informational article, the commentary article, the short story, and 
the advertisement here as “sub-genres” rather than as “genres” simply because I am 
interested not so much in their individual generic attributes but in the possibilities 
produced in their location and interaction within the popular magazine genre. I see 
them as a ideological parts of a larger machine, working together on the project of 
cultural transformation. 
 
17 Aubrey Beardsley (1872- 1898) was a major member of the English Art Nouveau 
movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. His work was known 
for its stylized, flowing, curvilinear designs that were approximated by Overman 
artist Will Bradley (Gruber-Garvey 70). 
 
18 Although there are several authors who offer initials only for the first names, 
indicating that women authors of these articles sought to disguise their gender from 
readers in a way they never did in the more personal commentary articles.  
 
19 Godey’s Magazine had formerly been Godey’s Lady’s Book. Though its name 
change signaled a shift toward a broader audience than women alone, it retained its 
association with women readers and many of its ads and articles were geared toward 
them specifically (Danon-Moore).  
 
20 Gary Tobin writes about the rise of bicycle tourism during the late nineteenth 
century, attributing to it the development of good roads  and to the decreasing price 
of the bicycle. According to Tobin, also, bicycle tourism functioned to redefine 
nature, to give the tourist the unprecedented ability to “mingle with nature without 
suffering for it.” Rather, Tobin says, these tourists could see their travel as “grasping 
some visual and other sensual gratification while passing through or stopping at 
natural attractions” and nature as “those aspects of the non-human environment 
that were enjoyable in some way” (841).   
 
 
  
 
Chapter 4: Users Negotiate Bicycle Dress 
 
In July of 1898, a young typist named Maggie White was arrested for riding 
her bicycle on the streets of New York while masquerading in male attire: dark 
trousers, a dicky collar, and a cap under which her hair was hidden. After a brief 
incarceration, she was called to the magistrate to answer for her deed and 
subsequently released without penalty. The New York Times described the incident 
with some humor the following day, attributing White’s arrest to the stodginess of 
the police officer and reporting that she had conducted herself in the courtroom with 
shyness and appropriate regret for her actions. Not only, the article notes, did the 
“scared” White ask to borrow a skirt and cloak from the prison matron, but she told 
the court “how sorry she was and how she would never do it again, and that it was 
only a joke” (7).  The Times article suggests that White’s desire to experience the 
physical freedom of male attire aboard a bicycle is natural and forgivable, even as its 
legal and social suppression remains necessary and appropriate. 
Though the article treats White with some affection, however, it reserves 
scorn for another woman who speaks up in the courtroom on White’s behalf—a 
member of the Rainy Day Club who, the author reports with sarcasm, is “clad in the 
most approved style of bicycle costume.” 21 Contrasting the meek modesty of White, 
this unnamed “expert” on bicycle dress undertakes a cross-examination of the 
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arresting officer in which she “fires” her questions, almost “taking the bluecoat’s 
breath away,” causing him to “stammer” and even interrupting him to urge him to 
“confine [him]self to the subject matter” (7) in describing the situation. She 
bewilders everyone in the courtroom, including White, before leaving abruptly 
without giving her name. White has, the article suggests, been defended by an 
assertive New Woman—not a feminine figure who secretly dons masculine attire to 
satisfy a curiosity, but an “unsexed” figure whose lack of modesty the Times makes 
evident both through her blunt words and actions and through her open donning of 
the (likely bifurcated) bicycle costume. Whereas White’s cross-dressing remains 
forgivable because she limits it to her actual riding, the other woman’s bicycle suit 
renders her at once ridiculous and threatening when she continues to wear it out of 
context. 
The incident, as well as the Times’ article, offers an interesting glimpse into 
one of the greatest challenges women bicyclists faced during the 1890s: the question 
of what to wear as they pursued their new activity. In an era when prohibitively long 
skirts, bustles, and tight-laced corsetry all served the purpose of exaggerating the 
middle-class feminine form--and when intricate decoration ensured its association 
with frivolity rather than function--dress served as a primary means by which rigid 
gender (as well as class) distinctions were maintained (Mattingly 18). The clothing 
required for bicycling, however, necessarily blurred these distinctions, threatening a 
gender order that was on attack from many quarters during the 1890s. White’s foray 
into men’s clothing demonstrates the possibilities for personal experimentation 
afforded by the new technology, justified anew by the inadequacy of women’s 
clothing for riding. Her unnamed ally’s “bicycle suit” and correspondingly 
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unflattering depiction, meanwhile, indicate the recalcitrance of traditional attitudes 
towards women’s dress as a mark of class and femininity, as well as the resistance 
that women faced when translating their personal experimentation into a 
recognizable costume to be worn openly and in public. While popular magazine 
editors and bicycle manufacturers were working hard to fit the bicycle itself into the 
cultural rubric of appropriate femininity, bicycle dress remained an outlet through 
which conservatives could criticize women bicyclists for straying from this rubric. 
Just as the women orators about whom rhetorician Carol Mattingly has written often 
received more comment about their dress than about the content of their speeches, 
women bicyclists were constantly subject to judgments in which clothing and 
character became intertwined—or in which clothing even became a substitute for 
character altogether.  
 Given the significance of dress to the woman bicyclist’s efforts to establish a 
credible ethos before the public eye, it is no surprise that the issue was so often 
discussed in conversations about the new technology of the bicycle. Within popular 
magazines, newspapers, club newsletters, and pattern catalogues, women riders and 
commentators debated, described, and even issued directives regarding the 
appropriate cuts, styles, and fabrics for riding. In doing so, they sought clothing that 
signaled both femininity and functionality. By negotiating, along with clothing 
designers and bicycle manufacturers, what such clothing might entail, they raised 
additional questions that had important consequences for the gender order in which 
they lived: What constituted femininity? And to what extent did women’s bicycle 
dress need to be functional, in the same sense as men’s clothing for outdoor 
pursuits?  
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 These questions, of course, were crucial to women’s efforts to invent 
appropriate bicycle dress for themselves. They were crucial, also, to the success of 
the bicycle itself amongst women riders. In order for women to ride comfortably en 
masse, after all, they needed to be reassured that their clothing would not earn them 
censure for its obvious dissimilarity to existing women’s dress. At the same time, 
they also needed clothing that would conform to the material demands of the bicycle 
itself—clothing, for instance, that would allow them to straddle their legs over the 
seat, and that would not get caught in the wheels of the bicycle because of its length 
and fullness or prevent them from breathing freely during physical exertion. Their 
success in striking a balance between these two demands of femininity and 
functionality constituted an important part of the technological “tuning” (Pickering 
21) of the bicycle to its gendered cultural environment. It ensured women’s viability 
as an important user group, and it helped to transform the bicycle from an 
unfinished “project” in Latour’s sense to a “technological object,” complete with its 
own set of symbolic associations.  
 In what follows, I will first offer a more thorough explanation of Pickering’s 
concept of technological tuning as a “dance of agency,” offering some context for its 
workings in this particular situation and describing the rhetorical and material 
avenues through which this tuning was accomplished. Next, I will examine the 
“rhetoric of choice” that was initially in place among women riders, celebrating 
individuals’ efforts to determine their own balance of femininity and functionality in 
their efforts to invent appropriate athletic wear.  In addition, I’ll explain the means 
by which the “rhetoric of choice” was eventually overcome by two alternate tropes: 
“rhetoric of function” and “rhetoric of fashion,” within which users and 
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commentators vied to offer a more prescriptive vision of what bicycle wear ought to 
entail, amplifying the conversation by offering clear contrasts and forcing riders to 
make decisions about what sort of riding clothing best represented their needs and 
beliefs about what women’s bicycling ought to be. Finally, I’ll look at the ways that 
these tropes, as well as the larger conversation about dress reform and the bicycle, 
not only contributed to the tuning of the bicycle to the culture, but also helped riders 
to articulate a sense of embodied agency that gave them a unique perspective on the 
ways that reform occurs. As I suggest, the process of tuning underway amongst 
nineteenth-century gender norms, fashion standards, and the new technology of the 
safety bicycle helped women to invent a new sense of the means by which  
meaningful social change might best be initiated—not only through written or 
spoken efforts, but through embodied efforts as well.  
 
I. Tuning and the Technological System 
Tuning in a goal-oriented practice takes the form . .  . of a dance of agency. As 
active, intentional beings, scientists tentatively construct some new machine. 
They then adopt a passive role, monitoring the performance of the machine to 
see whatever capture of material agency it might affect. Symmetrically, this 
period of human passivity is the period in which material agency actively 
manifests itself. Does the machine perform as intended? Has an intended 
capture of agency been affected? Typically the answer is no, in which case the 
response is another reversal of roles: human agency is once more active in a 
revision of modeling vectors, followed by another bout of human passivity and 
material performance, and so on. The dance of agency, seen asymmetrically 
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from the human end, thus takes the form of a dialectic or resistance and 
accommodation, where resistance denotes the failure to achieve an intended 
capture of agency in practice, and accommodation an active human strategy 
of response to resistance, which can include revisions to goals and intentions 
as well as to the material form of the machine in question and to the human 
frame of gestures and social relations that surround it.” (21-22). 
In his well-known book, The Mangle of Practice, Andrew Pickering offers tuning as a 
means by which humans and machines adjust to one another—an improvisational, 
dialectical process not unlike a dance in which each party moves in reaction to the 
other. Each party, as the quote above suggests, alternates its time of activity with its 
time of passivity, its time of accommodation to the other and its time of assertion of 
its own agency over the other. Following the recent invention of the cell phone, for 
instance, new users initially scrambled to integrate the new technology into their 
lives, often in more ways that inventors, bureaucrats, law enforcement officers, or 
businesses could imagine; as patterns of use settled, the phone itself changed, 
appearing with new features and accessories, such as the headphone for use in the 
car. The new material features, in turn, resituated users’ practices, initiating a new 
period of adjustment in which, for instance, the headphone’s widespread use was 
confirmed because of new laws regulating drivers’ use, and new unspoken rules of 
etiquette governed use and established representations of “good” and “bad” cell 
phone users.  
As I suggest here, the advent of the safety bicycle unleashed a similar process 
of cultural tuning—a similar back-and-forth dance of agency—through which women 
users exerted rhetorical influence on the new technology’s material reality, even as 
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they were themselves reshaped through the pressure of the bicycle’s material agency. 
As in the case of the cell phone, this dance did not involve only users and the bicycle 
itself; it also involved numerous interested parties, including fashion commentators, 
bicycle manufacturers, and a second actant, to use Latour’s term, also undergoing a 
dynamic process of invention: that of clothing designed specifically for bicycling and 
other athletic activities. Dress and the bicycle, wearers and riders, were all 
implicated in the process that I describe in this chapter—and all emerged, by the turn 
of the twentieth century, somewhat changed from their interaction. 
The complexity of this arrangement is unsurprising, given the clear lack of fit 
between existing feminine clothing and the new demands of the safety bicycle. In 
order for the new technology to tune to a feminine audience, each party needed to 
bend toward the other, and clothing posed a major obstacle. During the second half 
of the nineteenth century, young women regularly donned several heavy layers of 
clothing that restricted their movement and mobility in ways that must have seemed 
immediately incompatible to bicycling. Sheets of crinoline and cotton petticoats 
resting on the hips allowed long skirts to round outward and hide the feet entirely 
from view, while tight-laced whale-bone corsets encased the form from the armpits 
down to the hips, ensuring an hourglass figure but often constricting the breathing 
and even forcing internal organs out of place (Haller and Haller 171). “Leg-of-
mutton” style sleeves ballooned outward at the shoulders and then covered the lower 
arms tightly, preventing wearers from raising their hands over their heads. 
Alternately, large bustles consisting of gathered fabric resting on the lower back 
made sitting difficult and ungainly, while even walking on stairs or in muddy streets 
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required careful maneuvering (Cunningham 21). The bustle, epitomized by the 
woman’s clothing in figure 4.1, made bicycle riding nearly impossible. 
 
 
Figure 4.1  Woman in bustle dress. State Historical Society of Wisconsin. 1874 
In addition to physically inhibiting women’s freedom of movement, such 
dress contributed to the stability of their place within the gender and class order. 
Particularly in the post-bellum years, fashionable clothing for women became 
increasingly ornamental; in contrast to men’s “functional” and often uniform garb, it 
appeared colorful and ostentatious, serving to visually emphasize wearers’ 
ornamental social role (Mattingly 9). In addition, the material features of the 
clothing—the weight of the skirts, for instance, or the shortness of breath resulting 
from corsetry--made wearers move slowly and deliberately, constituting a bodily 
training not unlike that of Foucault’s modern soldier in Discipline and Punish, 
whose repeated movements, gestures, and attitudes together form “a subtle coercion 
. . . over the active body” (137).  At least among those who could afford it, dress 
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served as a disciplining mechanism among nineteenth-century American women, 
naturalizing a form of femininity that posited women as weak, retiring, gentle, and 
easily tired or upset (Lurie 9).  
The bicycle, then, not only materially demanded changes to women riders’ 
apparel; in doing so, it also necessarily demanded changes to the very glue holding 
together the gender order. That is, if women donned dress that exerted a kind of 
“subtle coercion” over their bodies to be active and move more freely, then the 
existing order could not remain untouched. Nonetheless, such changes appeared to 
be mutually advantageous to bicycle manufacturers, advertisers, and riders 
themselves; as Frances Willard aptly pointed out, the “great commercial 
monopolies” would, in their own self-interest, support efforts that would double the 
number of prospective buyers by encouraging women to ride (38-39). Clothing for 
women was, after all, part of what historian Ruth Cowan Schwartz might describe as 
the larger “technological system” of which the bicycle was a part—the necessary 
material arrangement that must be in place in order for a new technology to take 
hold among a specific group. As Schwartz notes, “Each implement . . . is part of a 
sequence of implements—a system—in which each must be linked to others in order 
to function properly” (13). Like the pipes that Schwartz argues must be in place in 
order for a community to embrace plumbing, athletic dress that could bridge the gap 
between established fashion and modern functionality needed to take hold in order 
for any but a small minority of women to ride the bicycle. Dress could, in other 
words, “tune” the bicycle and women riders to one another. 
This tuning process was not entirely linear in fashion—rather, the dress styles 
and riding behaviors that emerged from it could have been other than they were. For 
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example, initially many riders and communities experimented with a concept of 
women’s bicycling very different from the one that became so widely popular across 
the country. Groups of well-to-do women conducted synchronized “bicycle 
performances” similar to dances, in which they donned long white gowns strewn 
with ribbons, decorated their wheels with flowers, and rode slowly in figures before 
audiences. These performances were often conducted for philanthropic purposes, 
signalling the high social status of participants. The dress—spotless, ornamental, and 
intended to align its wearers with the aesthetic, rather than the functional—was in 
many ways not unlike the conservative non-athletic dress of the era. Although skirt 
lengths were shortened for riding, the garments were otherwise scarcely altered for 
physical activity, as this image of women walking their bicycles in a Denver parade 
suggests (Figure 4.2). Significantly, the women are not mounted on their wheels—a 
detail that suggests the relationship between clothing and the uses to which the 
bicycle might be put. Only wealthy women could afford to ride bicycles entirely 
dressed in white clothing, or to dedicate their time to philanthropies. The image, and 
others like it, points to an alternate possibility for the tuning of the bicycle to a 
certain group of women riders, facilitated by their dress. Had this type of riding 
come to dominate the stage, far fewer women would have laid hold of the new 
technology. 
Instead, a different tuning process occurred—one in which manufacturers and 
cultural commentators alike enlisted the help of women riders, leading to models of 
women’s bicycle dress that reflected riders’ interest in a more functional, less 
aesthetic mode of activity. In soliciting this interest, bicycle companies and 
commentators actively constructed bicycle dress as a wholly new design “problem” to 
  
 
be solved. Magazines and newspapers, for instance, elicited women’s feedback 
through contests such as the one publicized within the 
$50 to the reader who could produce the best bicycle costume for ladies. A 
photograph of the winner, Mrs. Marie Reideselle, alongside her wheel was reprinted 
and featured in the February 1894 issue of 
Reideselle wears a “divided” skirt falling about 6 inches off the ground.
gesture signaling women’s role in determining their own attire for sporting, the Pope 
Manufacturing Company created and advertised, for 10 cents, paper dolls “to help
the ladies with the vexed question of proper cycling dress” (
446). These dolls came with bloomers, divided skirts, and a variety of health waists 
and jackets designed to allow women’s arms maximum mobility; the advertisement 
itself features a woman wearing bloomers (Figure 4.3). Although Pope’s company 
obviously had its own self-
presumed an active role for buyers in selecting from several alternatives, and it 
placed the onus on women themselves to determine 
Figure 4.2 Parade Entry, Flower Carnival. Horace Poley. 1897
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Figure 4.3  Columbia Bicycle Dolls advertisement. 
In negotiating what bicycle clothing might entail, women were not 
without models for garments that might allow them to bicycle successfully. In 
addition to the white dresses that resembled traditional feminine dress so closely, 
they were influenced by more reform
the early nineteenth century, advocates of dress reform representing groups as 
diverse as religious sects, the established medical community, and the women’s 
emancipation movement had experimented with modes of dress that would allow 
women to dress more functio
process—correct social ills within American society. Female members of the utopian 
Oneida Community, for example, wore an outfit of bifurcated “pantalettes” at the 
request of their leader, Father John H
functionality and productivity. And doctors and water
themselves for the continued popularity of the practice of tight
to promote alternate means of abdominal supp
with stays made of fabric rather than bone. 
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Aside from these groups, numerous groups concerned especially with 
women’s emancipation had demanded dress reforms as well. During the early 1850s, 
women’s rights advocates Amelia Jenks Bloomer, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and 
Elizabeth Smith Miller had even briefly started a fashion trend with their bifurcated 
and shortened skirts, dubbed “Bloomers” by the press because of the arguments that 
Amelia Jenks Bloomer made in their favor in the publication she edited, The Lily. 
Although the “bloomer” had briefly achieved popularity among mainstream wearers, 
it was quickly discredited by the press for its revolutionary implications.  By 1860, 
most of its wearers had abandoned the bloomer, feeling that it distracted potential 
supporters from more substantial causes. More recently, supporters of the “rational 
dress” cause in both Britain and the USA had articulated their dissatisfaction with 
prevailing modes of fashion; they sought to promote dress that would reflect 
women’s potential to be active participants in society.  
The dress options that emerged from these groups contributed importantly to 
the context within which women bicyclists exercised their influence over bicycle-
inspired fashions, and they influenced the sorts of options about which riders 
debated. The bloomer, alternately called the “Syrian” or “Turkish” trouser, was a 
bifurcated garment that featured loose fabric creating a skirt-like effect and a 
gathering at the knee or shin level. Bloomers could be worn with or without skirts 
over top of them; many bicyclists altered them by introducing new fabrics to make 
them lighter weight or by gradually decreasing the amount of fabric involved, which 
caused them to balloon outward in the wind. 
Similarly, the health-waist figured into bicyclists’ efforts to create dress for 
their new activity. Often, they called it a “bicycle waist” instead and advertised its use 
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specifically for women engaged in sports (Figure 4.4). Both of these garments were  
older garments that played major roles in women’s efforts to invent bicycle dress. As 
the name change to the health waist suggests, however, riders did not simply absorb 
the ideas already put forth by these groups, whose associations were more explicitly 
political than their own. Rather, they often distanced themselves from the arguments 
and designs of previous dress reform groups, or they attempted to situate existing 
garments anew in an effort to represent bicycle dress as less subversive and less 
controversial than other dress reform efforts.  
Popular writers spoke of “the necessity” of having looser corsets and shorter 
skirts or bloomers for riding, as though their cause were more urgent than that of 
previous dress reformers, or as though it was one over which they themselves had no 
control. “Undoubtedly the bicycle has wrought for rationality in dress,” (NYT, 
“Summer Clothes” 14) one author noted, eliminating human agency entirely from the 
equation. Similarly, another commentator argued that “In order to fully enjoy 
wheeling, one must have thoroughly practical attire” (Wheelwoman 579). These calls 
for dress reform emphasized the material agency of the bicycle rather than the 
rhetorical agency of the speaker or rider. In addition, they suggested that the 
demand for changes in dress was related exclusively to bicycling, a recreational—and 
thus harmless—activity, and that as a result they would not threaten the social order 
in the same way that other reform efforts would. Though the garments that bicyclists 
wore and promoted required riders to expose their ankles, loosen their corsets, and 
wear bifurcated garments, bicycling was at least an activity-specific phenomenon, 
appropriate on certain occasions only and thus rendered acceptable within its 
apparently limited realm.  
  
 
Figure 4.4. Bicycle Waists. 
 Rhetorically enhanced through riders’ strategies of separating their motives 
and influence from those of other, more
established the unknown of bicycle dress as compared to previous reform dresses. In 
doing so, it constituted an important stage in the tuning of the safety bicycle to the 
social order. Within the larger dance of agency to which Pickering alludes, the 
engineers, manufacturers, and advertisers could here pause, having completed and 
distributed their invention with the help of popular magazines. They could, as in the 
case of the Pope Manufacturing Company, watch other groups of actors
the material agency of the 
best adapted to these groups.
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II. Bicycle Dress Within a Rhetoric of Choice 
Despite the widespread acceptability it gained because of its apparently 
apolitical position as a recreational need, the design problem posed by bicycle dress 
was actually quite complicated. Because the bicycle was a means of transportation, 
women riders’ wearing of masculine or revealing garments could not, as in some 
other activities becoming popular among women, easily be confined to a specific 
location. Riders, after all, presumably dismounted their wheels, particularly if they 
were using them for transportation. As one commentator complained:   
The designers of cycling suits have patented many ingenious devices, but most 
of them have some weak point. A few are exceedingly graceful on the wheel 
and are ugly when standing; others, on the contrary, are very neat and pretty 
for dismounting, but are impracticable and cumbersome for riding” (Godey’s 
“Fashion, Fact, and Fancy” 440).  
The incongruity between “practicability” and “grace,” between the woman in motion 
and the woman standing still, defined the quandary in which riders and designers 
found themselves in their efforts to identify appropriate dress for bicycling. Their 
design efforts, like those of the bicycle designers, were defined by these two 
perceived needs: to make a costume both functional and feminine by existing 
standards. Since femininity traditionally construed amounted to little or no 
functionality, riders and designers had to consider the extent to which they might 
renegotiate the terms of femininity. And since functionality fluctuated as women 
riders determined the type of riding that they might likely do, the necessary degree 
to which bicycle apparel needed to stray from conventional dress fluctuated as well.  
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In negotiating these two design problems, fashion commentators and women 
bicyclists themselves initially emphasized the ability of individual riders to choose 
what changes were appropriate to themselves. This focus on choice—exemplified in 
the contests and paper dolls to which I alluded above—was disseminated in popular 
magazines throughout the mid-1890s and materialized, somewhat ironically, in the 
dress pattern catalogues that were emerging during this time as locations within 
which even women of middling means could gain access to the latest fashions. As a 
trope, the “rhetoric of choice” that characterized popular discourse on bicycle dress 
served also to further the distance between bicyclists and more radical dress 
reformers, whose demands for change often took on a more prescriptive tone. For a 
time, this trope ensured that a wide variety of bicycling garments were at least 
nominally acceptable, and that the independent spirit of women’s bicycling extended 
to the wearing of clothing.  
In both textual and embodied practices, bicycle enthusiasts emphasized 
choice: they suggested that what women might wear was ultimately their decision, 
and their input was undoubtedly the best guide toward any innovations that might 
be made. Writing in Harper’s Bazaar in 1893, for instance, Edith Townsend Everett 
noted that “a woman’s individual taste is, as a general thing, the best guide in the 
matter [of dress]” (26). Similarly, an author writing for The Wheelwoman magazine 
expressed her thought in 1894 that “the vexed question of petticoats . . . must remain 
one which every woman ought to decide for herself” (9), while still another Harper’s 
author observed that same year that “any one ought to be able to select from among 
the many a costume which suits her ideas as to comfort and appearance.” Such 
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declarations were often coupled with descriptions of varied bicycle dress observed in 
action, as in this article from 1894:  
Bicycling clubs and associations, as a general thing, have laid down no rules 
regarding dress, but allow each and every woman to use her own best 
judgment in clothing herself according to the laws of health, comfort, and 
common-sense, and it is by no means an unusual sight to see members of the 
same club out for a run clothed in all the different styles of dress in vogue. 
(“Bicycle Dress” 27)  
Descriptions enhanced the sense of acceptable variety within the bicycling 
community, suggesting that all riders were welcome among their ranks, regardless of 
their levels of comfort with reform dress. Similarly, another author reported also that 
in contrast to English riders, Americans “have all varieties [of bicycle dress] in 
evidence, from the knickerbocker with scarce a suspicion of fullness to the ordinary 
long and full skirt” (“The Outdoor Woman” Sep. 28, 1895. 786).  This author makes 
clothing variety a matter of national pride, suggesting that women’s ability to 
determine their dress was a democratic phenomenon.  
 The sense of variety was furthered within popular magazines in the 
illustrations that accompanied such columns. Images of groups of women riding 
different wheels—mostly drop-framed, but occasionally diamond-framed as well—
demonstrated visually the many choices available to women riders. In one such 
illustration in Harper’s Bazaar entitled “How Women Ride the Bicycle,” a group of 
three women riders in motion attracts the admiring glance of a male companion. The 
lead rider in the group wears short bloomers with knee-length boots, while her 
friends each wear dresses of different lengths. All three wear shirt-waists with leg-of-
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mutton inspired sleeves, although the taper of the wrists suggests some freedom of 
upper-body movement(Figure 4.5). Another image from Munsey’s Magazine, 
entitled “A Bicycle Picnic Party” features men and women riders mingling in a park 
(Figure 4.6). The women wear skirts and bloomers of varying lengths and styles. 
Some are in shirt waists and others are outfitted in jackets. These images 
complemented the articles with which they were  paired, furthering the sense that 
women riders could dress as they pleased without being judged for their choices. 
While certain possibilities, such as tighter trousers, were not featured, the array of 
garments included in the images allowed for significant play in design and selection. 
The rhetoric of choice went beyond commentaries and illustrations in fashion 
columns, however. It also played an important role in the mail-to-order pattern 
catalogues that had emerged in the 1870s and 1889s in response to the spread of 
sewing machines from industrial settings to domestic ones. 23 Such catalogues, 
including the middle-class Demorest’s as well as the less expensive and more widely-
distributed Delineator owned by the Butterick Pattern Company, increased the 
standardization and the accessibility of styles, allowing women to envision 
themselves in new ways, to “keep up” with the fashions of New York socialites no 
matter where they were living, and to try their hand at imitating those fashions 
themselves by buying patterns to make their clothes. And as historian Sarah Gordon 
has noted, these catalogues facilitated women’s active role in transforming what 
constituted femininity at the turn of the century (24).  
  
 
Figure 4.5. “How Women Ride the Bicycle.” 
Within pattern descriptions, mail
design and use was a matter of individual choice. Aside from cost, the advantage of 
patterns over department store
altered in fabrics and cuts to suit an individual rider’s comfort level. An 1895 
Delineator description for the Syrian divided bicycling skirt, for instance, reads as 
follows: “the skirt has the effect of Turkish trousers and is amply full, and it may 
reach to the ankles or to just below the knees, as desired” (580). Similarly, a 
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description of a bloomer costume notes that the garment “is introduced by a skirt 
that may be worn or not, as preferred” (583). The costume is illustrated with and 
without the knee-length skirt covering the bloomers (Figure 4.7) suggesting its 
versatility and extending its appeal, presumably, to disparate groups of riders.  
Phrases such as “as desired” or “as preferred” peppered the increasing number of 
pages dedicated specifically to bicycle garments during the mid
images of the garments themselves, 
reflected in their design a similar rhetoric of choice, featuring multiple versions of 
different pieces so that readers could imagine many possibilities for their athletic 
wear.  
Figure 4.6. Group of bicyclists. 
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Figure 4.7. Bloomer costume from 
Although these possibilities were necessarily tied closely to the types of 
patterns included in the catalogues, they offered women the 
had some choice in designing their own bicycle dress. In addition, they offered a tacit 
sense that women riders could, through their own design efforts, further expand 
these choices without public reprimand. That is, they could sel
patterns and further modify them in terms of cut and fabric in order to suit their own 
purposes unanticipated by the 
de Certeau’s notion of “tactics,” they could defy or extend the “pro
modes of action promoted within dominant institutions by selecting and reshaping 
patterns to suit their own purposes (xix). Gordon’s examination of surviving bicycle 
garments suggests that women often did this, substituting silk for the rec
wool in order to make costumes lighter, for example, or combining two different 
pattern suggestions in the sewing 
within the Delineator, within popular magazine articles about women’s bicycling, 
and within costume design contests all encouraged women to look to themselves to 
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per” or generic 
of a single garment (34-35). The rhetoric of choice 
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invent the clothing they would need for bicycling and other athletic pursuits. At the 
same time, it spread the impression that a wide range of possibilities were available, 
and that individual women could select the styles they preferred, regardless of what 
their peers were wearing.  
In short, the widely disseminated rhetoric of choice served the purpose of 
allowing women to participate--as seamstresses, consumers, and designers—in the 
decision-making regarding what bicycle dress might be considered appropriate. 
Depending on whether they wanted to call attention to their bicycling apparel or 
make it as discreet as possible, riders could navigate between femininity and 
functionality in selecting appropriate clothing for themselves. And in doing so, they 
could feel confident that they were part of a wider spectrum of bicycle fashions 
rendered acceptable by the novelty of women’s bicycling itself and by the fresh 
attitudes of the modern era of which the bicycle was becoming such an important 
symbol. The degree of amazement they felt at the powerful changes that their 
decisions might bring for the future is apparent in this Godey’s magazine article, in 
which the author notes: 
We are trembling on the verge of a revolution in dress; what the future holds 
for us is an unsolved mystery . . . Oh, for some prophetic insight into the 
costuming of the woman of twenty years hence! Will she be a hybrid sort of 
creature like one of the fabled monsters and in her raiment suggest both 
sexes? (447) 
The “unsolved mystery” of the future dress of women, as this quote suggests, was one 
almost unlimited in its scope—evidence that women themselves experienced the 
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clothing choices afforded by bicycling as unprecedented and, perhaps, as even 
weighty responsibilities.  
At the same time, the rhetoric of choice within conversations about bicycle 
dress served an important role in the bicycle’s movement from a technological 
project to a technological object, integrated into women’s lives according to their 
own preferences. In trying on different types of bicycling apparel, after all, women 
were at the same time necessarily trying on different types of bicycling. The highly 
functional bloomer outfit with health waist, for example, presumably allowed for 
riding greater distances at greater speeds; it also constituted a greater challenge to 
the existing gender order and thus rendered the wearer more vulnerable to criticism 
when she chose to wear her bicycle dress in public. The less functional divided skirt, 
meanwhile, limited mobility and speed but likely allowed the wearer to integrate her 
riding into more of her errands without fear of criticism. By experimenting in their 
uses and practices and by observing and commenting upon the uses and practices of 
other riders, women bicyclists were thus contributing en masse to the tuning of the 
new technology to themselves, as well as to the tuning of themselves to it.  
 
III. Tuning into Rhetorics of Function and Fashion 
In November of 1894, the Delineator offered its first special section on bicycle 
dress, complete with patterns of all sorts for women to sample – skirts of various 
lengths and cuts, shirtwaists that professed to allow riders greater freedom of 
movement, and of course bloomers and bifurcated trousers of various degrees of 
tightness and fabric. Even within a relatively conservative publication that aligned 
itself with the fashion, the author expressed optimism and support for the costume 
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that had years ago caused so many problems for Bloomer, Stanton, and Miller. She 
noted: 
Ladies’ costumes with ordinary skirts have by no means been abandoned, 
although Fashion is just now bestowing decided approval upon the bloomer 
styles. A very modish and comfortable costume in which the wearer will 
appear as well when off her wheel as when mounted . . . (581) 
Bloomer styles, “modish and comfortable,” were during this early stage of the bicycle 
craze viewed as inextricably connected to the rise of women’s bicycling itself. Though 
the author does not emphasize the beauty of the bifurcated garment which differed 
so strikingly from the long skirts of the period, she does subtly suggest that the 
wearer will appear “well.” Likewise, she places it along a spectrum of fashion along 
with “ordinary skirts,” an equal option that women riders may select or not. And 
many riders, in both illustrations and in photographs from the period, did wear the 
bloomer publicly, without a skirt to cover it. Doing so, as I have suggested, must have 
increased their mobility and comfort, allowing them to ride faster and less self-
consciously than they might in even as shortened skirt.  
 Certainly, the popular writer Ida Trafford Bell noticed this trend in favor of 
the bloomer as well, even subtly critiquing those women who chose to wear skirts 
rather than bloomers when they rode. Bell attributes this decision to “custom and 
force of habit” and offers a convincing list of criticisms for the difficulties that 
bicycling in a skirt poses:   
[I]t requires a wheel some twelve to thirteen pounds heavier than that 
required for the bloomer or knickerbocker, and also . . . when riding against 
the wind it expands into a balloon, and by doing so offers great resistance to 
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the rider, calling forth an unusual degree of physical exertion, and frequently 
compelling the rider to dismount from sheer exhaustion. (Bell 1894, 559) 
Bell’s explicit complaints about the skirt demonstrate a shift away from the rhetoric 
of choice that initially characterized talk about women’s bicycling apparel—pointing 
instead to the foolhardiness of those who continued to endure discomfort for the 
sake of “custom and habit.” Such an adherence to convention was, within the 
popular discourses of the 1890s, a decidedly anti-modern and conservative stance to 
take. Whereas advertisements in popular magazines suggested that women riders 
could demonstrate their modernity simply by riding a bicycle, Bell here suggests that 
they must do so in certain ways and not others. Namely, Bell suggests that the design 
problem of femininity is a construct to be discarded entirely in favor of the 
functionality of the bloomer.  And perhaps even more significantly, Bell’s comment 
about the heaviness of the wheel points to the inadequacy of the women’s bicycle 
itself, and to the option for women to discard it entirely in favor of a lighter and 
sturdier machine that, presumably, would allow them greater speed and mobility as 
riders. At stake in the positive remarks about bloomers, and in Bell’s tacit criticism of 
those who avoid wearing them, is a vision of what women’s bicycling might become if 
guided by the design problem of functionality.  
Similarly, in an interview with a reporter from the Stockton Evening Mail 
upon her return from her trip in early spring of 1895, the round-the-world bicyclist 
Annie “Londonderry” Kopchovsky advocated, that women riders discard their skirts, 
corsets, and their drop-frame bicycles in order to ride more safely and comfortably. 
Though when she set off on her journey the previous year, Kopchovsky had worn a 
divided skirt and ridden a drop-frame wheel donated by the Pope Manufacturing 
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Company, within three months she had discarded both her clothing and her machine 
in favor of bloomers and a men’s “diamond” frame bicycle. As she noted to the 
reporter on the topic of dress: 
There is just as correct a costume for bicycling as there is for the ladies’ habit 
in riding horseback, and to wear what is not the correct thing looks just as 
much out of place on a bicycle as on a horse. A heavy sweater, a neat pair of 
bloomers, leggings and a natty cap constitutes the proper costume. It looks 
simply ridiculous to see a woman peddling [sic] on a wheel wearing a heavy 
dress and a sailor hat. (qtd. in Zheutlin 91) 
Like Bell, Kopchovsky critiques the more conservative woman rider, suggesting that 
selecting the right garments is a matter of common sense rather than taste. Rather 
than offering a diversity of choices of dress and machines to the individual rider, she 
offers “correct” and “proper” models of riding as models to which all ought to 
conform. Similarly, she suggests that the drop frame is unhealthy compared to the 
diamond frame, as “On the wheel ridden by men the position is correct, and 
exercising on it cannot hurt anybody” (qtd. in Zheutlin 91).  
 Both Bell, an accomplished reporter, and Kopchovsky, a celebrity by virtue of 
her trip, were self-declared New Women who envisioned both bicycle dress and the 
bicycle itself as objects to be judged on the basis of functionality rather than fashion. 
Their declarations differed from those of the popular magazine commentators 
espousing a full rhetoric of choice in that they assumed a specific idea of what 
women’s bicycling ought to be, and they called upon their own experiences to justify 
their judgments. And as their commentaries show, by discrediting the riding skirt as 
impeding the rider’s functionality, they were exerting pressure on the entire 
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technological system of which it was a part. By advocating bloomers for women 
riders, they were urging the direction of technological innovation toward the 
diamond-frame bicycle exclusively, and with it the direction of usage toward greater 
potential for distance and exertion.  
Advocates of bloomers were not the only commentators drifting away from a 
rhetoric of choice, however. As the large and diverse field of bicyclists began to settle, 
and as the frantic push for functionality began to subside, other commentators, 
speaking of fashion within popular magazines, came to emphasize the need for 
femininity just as adamantly as their opponents emphasized the importance of 
functionality. By 1895 and 1896, the tentative approval of the bloomer, in particular, 
began to fade from fashion-oriented columns. Functionality, as a design problem, 
was receding, or being redefined to accommodate a more traditional notion of 
femininity in both dress and in exertion levels. One writer observed this change 
underway during the spring of 1895: 
There are many who think and predict that, before a couple of years shall have 
passed, the bloomer for bicycle use will remain practically supreme. It seems 
doubtful, though, now that a suit has been devised which has a skirt and is 
still comfortable and safe, whether the women who dislike to appear in that 
much-talked-of attire will ever adopt it. (“The Outdoor Woman” Sept. 28, 
1895; 39) 
This rider, in contrast to Kopchovsky and Bell, sees the divided skirt as “comfortable 
and safe” for bicycling—an indication that she understands the new technology 
differently from her opponents. Although she does not deny its functionality, she 
discredits the divided skirt subtly on the basis of its femininity; a presumably more 
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attractive alternative has rendered it unneeded, and has rendered the criticism that 
riders might receive for wearing the bloomer unnecessary. Whereas Bell and 
Kopchovsky understood the skirt as inadequate on the basis of its functionality, this 
author sees the skirt as superior because of its femininity. This discrepancy reveals 
the extent to which women were yet still in disagreement over the possible uses to 
which the bicycle might be put and the characteristics that ought to define it.  
Another commentator offers still more direct criticism toward the bloomer 
and its wearer:  
The advanced women advocate bloomers, whose greatest crime is, perhaps, 
the utter lack of beauty; while in favor with some women, they do not seem to 
take with the society belle, who prefers skirts; when properly cut, the skirt is 
graceful and feminine, and need not impede the movements of the wearer 
(Godey’s “Fashion, Fact, and Fancy” 440).  
Like the other commentary, this article emphasizes the lack of necessity that the 
bloomer now represents, given the variety of “graceful and feminine” skirts that still 
render bicycling possible. In addition, it places the bloomer within the purview of a 
specific type of woman, an “advanced woman,” much in the same way that the 
previous examples separated the skirted rider as someone worthy of ridicule for her 
unnecessary pandering to “custom and habit.” Whereas the conservative skirted 
rider earned criticism for her failure to embrace modern ideas, however, this 
“advanced woman” earns it for her failure to attend even remotely to the 
gracefulness of her garments.  
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Finally, a different author, writing in Harper’s during the same season, is as 
direct in her declaration regarding bloomers and bloomer-wearers as was 
Kopchovsky in her prescriptions for appropriate riding apparel: 
Eccentricity in bicycle costumes has been voted decidedly bad form, and while 
custom has somewhat blunted our sensibilities so that we pay little attention 
to the erst-while remarkable sight of a woman in knickerbockers or bloomers 
speeding along the crowded avenues of the city, we do not hesitate to express 
our repugnance to costumes so unfeminine and so unbecoming. (208) 
Here the bloomer does not merely lack beauty; rather, it is actively “unbecoming” 
and “bad form.” Likewise the wearer attracts the “repugnance” of the observer for 
her “eccentricity”—a quality that may be enhanced by her speed, upon which the 
writer comments in passing. Presumably, it is the bloomer that allows the rider to 
speed, and this feature of the clothing is not necessary because speeding is, in her 
thinking, not a relevant feature of women’s riding. This dual-policing of appropriate 
fashion and appropriate riding is rendered complete when the author declares her 
own standard for appropriate bicycle activity:  
There is no use in women trying to excel men in any sport . . . It is not in the 
least necessary for a woman to ride phenomenally long distances at a frightful 
rate of speed in order to prove her ability as a cyclist. She will gain no lasting 
name or fame by so doing, but, on the contrary, will speedily sink into ill 
health and consequent oblivion.  
(“Bicycling Costumes” March 14, 1896) 
Whereas the drop-frame is to blame for the poor health of women cyclists in 
Kopchovsky’s formulation, here speed and endurance are the culprits and, by 
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extension, the technological system of which bloomers is a part. The two tropes, each 
centered around a different design problem with which women were concerned, 
established two different “types” of riders: the functional, bloomer-wearing rider and 
the fashionable, skirt-wearing rider. In doing so, they contributed to the tuning of 
the technology of the bicycle to its female users, as well as to the tuning of specific 
clothing items to the culture. As these examples show, the garments associated with 
different types of riding and different priorities took on fairly stable meanings as 
symbolic objects within these tropes. The bloomer, inherited as it was from the 
women’s emancipation activities of the previous generation, emerged as a somewhat 
radical garment placed apart from other options as designating a total want of 
concern for fashion or femininity. Wearers could ride quickly and claim practicality 
as well as greater ease of movement, and by donning the bloomer they were 
inevitably signaling their status as “advanced women.” The divided skirt, meanwhile, 
remained a more conservative garment signaling wearers’ connection to fashion and 
femininity as a large part of the experience of bicycling for American women. The 
divided skirt wearer could claim a different type of practicality in ceding any claim to 
competing with men, and yet she also opened herself up to criticism by showing, in 
the eyes of her opponents, a detrimental adherence to old “custom and habit.” 
Significantly, the tropes of fashion and functionality contributed to the tuning 
of the new technology to the culture—that is, to its more precise placement as a 
symbolic object within that culture, acting upon and being shaped by the gender 
order as well as by other cultural forces.  Each trope amplified the opposition 
between the technological drives toward femininity and functionality, offering 
women a clear sense of two different “types” of riders that was materialized both in 
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the clothing and in the bicycle—diamond or drop-frame—associated with each. 
Within mainstream culture the drop-frame and divided skirt established themselves 
as the norm, having successfully marginalized the bloomer wearer as a political, 
rather than a recreational figure. The universal appearance of the drop-frame within 
bicycle advertisements directed at women, certainly, suggests the degree to which, as 
Judy Wajcman has noted, “[g]ender relations can be thought of materialized in 
technology” (107). The drop-frame and divided skirt represented the lesser level of 
change away from existing gender norms; women’s riding remained “different” from 
men’s, and women’s dress continued to be inflected with the ornamental, even as 
women themselves experienced bicycling as transformative and celebrated their 
increased functionality. The diamond-frame, meanwhile, remained in circulation 
among serious “functional cyclists” who accepted marginal status. In addition, the 
design must also have been in use by those who could not afford their own wheel—
women renting bicycles, for instance, or those who shared them with their sons, 
husbands, and brothers.  
The result of this compromise was that women riders were encouraged to 
attend equally to both fashion and functionality in order to demonstrate their skills 
as bicycle riders. Writing in 1895 in Harper’s Bazaar, for example, Christine 
Terhune Herrick suggests that “[“the girl who rides a wheel’s”]  fondness for out-
door sports has not robbed her of her taste for pretty frocks,” as she is able to 
“show[] her sound good sense . . . in the way in which she makes her chic gowns 
serviceable as well as stunning” (711). Rather than donning bloomers or resorting to 
the problems of a traditional skirt, Herrick notes, this fashionable rider simply 
“face[s her skirt] with a heavy quantity of interlining, and mounts her wheel secure 
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in the knowledge that even a high breeze and the motion of the bicycle will not 
unduly flatten or derange her skirt” (711). Similarly, an introduction to a section on 
bicycle dress in the 1897 Delineator assures readers that clothing designers are 
aware of riders’ need to balance fashion with functionality: “Naturally, comfort was 
deemed of primary importance in the devising of these styles, but grace and 
smartness have also been attained in a notable degree, because good taste is never 
willing to wholly sacrifice beauty to usefulness” (579). These sorts of assertions 
suggest the degree to which the bicycle was becoming tuned to women riders of the 
late nineteenth-century, and to which they were becoming tuned to it. As this 
occurred, its use was established as moderate along a spectrum of extremes. The 
appropriately feminine bicyclist, such assertions seemed to suggest, was one who 
could both ride successfully and remain stylish while doing so—one who embraced 
exercise without forgoing grace.  
Although this notion--that women must look good and perform well, remain 
ornamental and escape ornamental status, in order to be respected—was (and 
remains today) highly problematic, the union of the two design problems did 
transform contemporary notions of femininity. It also ensured that bicycling would 
remain maximally interesting and feasible for a large population of women. As I 
demonstrate in the next section, an adherence to extremes would have limited the 
scope of riding significantly, thus lessening opportunities for riders to generate new 
visibility for their performances and to impact the gender order through their 
collective mass. And while raised and divided skirts and health waists seem in 
retrospect to constitute a fairly large compromise, they actually represented at the 
time a significant movement away from the fashion dictates of the late nineteenth 
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century. In fact, the degree to which bicycle rhetoric--visual, embodied, and textual--
shifted clothing standards was appreciable to nearly all Americans; it is only because 
of our blunted sense of nineteenth-century fashion’s nuances that we are unable to 
understand how significant a four-inch subtraction in dress length, or a looser 
corset, truly was to those who experienced it.  
Although women did not take up the bloomer in greater numbers, they did 
not limit their other dress reforms to bicycling, either. Rather, bicycle styles 
influenced clothing intended for other physical activities and even for general wear, 
eroding the power of the corset and long skirts and helping to initiate new trends 
that spoke to an increasing consensus regarding women’s need for freedom of 
movement. As one writer announced in an 1897 Harper’s Bazaar article: “the effect 
of the bicycle as expressed in the dress it introduced has had a widespread influence 
upon skating costumes this year. The short skirt is worn to a great extent, and has 
been taken up eagerly by the most expert skaters” (111). The popularity of the short 
skirt, as well as even the notion of “the skating costume” resulted from both the 
discussions and the embodied actions initiated by the bicycle craze. Another writer 
noted, similarly: 
So much freedom has been conceded to the bicycler in the matter of 
abbreviated skirts that the suggestion does not send a chill of horror over 
one’s whole being as it otherwise would. So the women who are obliged to be 
out in all weathers owe much to the wheel, for it is a great comfort to be able 
to walk down the streets in a comfortable, short skirt and not be the cynosure 
of all eyes, both masculine and feminine (Hopkins 136).  
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These commentaries reveal the active role of the bicyclist and of the discourse 
surrounding her dress in bringing about significant changes in clothing styles for 
women.  They also indicate something of the greater freedom of movement that 
women experienced through their new dress, allowing them to move and behave in 
ways that shifted their relations to men and to the world more generally. Certainly, 
women celebrated this aspect of bicycling again and again, linking the wheel 
constantly with the dress it required in their praise of the change it had brought to 
their lives. As Godey’s writer Mary Bisland noted: 
Hampered through all generations, verily since Eve first essayed dressmaking 
in the Garden of Eden, by clothes that sadly restricted anything like liberty of 
action, the locomotion of women has been always passive and dependent. 
They have moved slowly and timidly, like prisoners, lightly but securely 
shackled . . . Now, if a pitying Providence should suddenly fir light, strong 
wings to the back of toiling tortoise, that patient cumberer of the ground could 
hardly feel more a more astonishing sense of exhilaration than a woman 
experiences when first she becomes a mistress of her wheel. (“Woman’s Cycle” 
386) 
Bisland’s remarks, though hyperbolic, offer concrete analogies that clarify the 
disciplining effect that traditional nineteenth-century women’s dress had on 
women’s bodies; their clothing served as “light[ ] but secure[ ] shackle[s]” that kept 
them in a dependent state. In addition, her comments indicate the material agency 
that nineteenth-century women attributed both to bicycles and to clothing in 
bringing about changes in their lives. But as I’ll discuss in the next section, the 
benefits of the quest for bicycle dress were not limited to changes in clothing, or even 
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to attendant shifts in the gender order. They extended also to the ways that women 
reformers thought and talked generally about how social changes might best be 
initiated and sustained. 
 
V. Language, Performance, and Women’s Reform Efforts 
The bicycle craze with its attendant fashion crisis occurred alongside a longer-
standing dress reform effort, against which bicyclists often sought to define 
themselves. Whereas bicyclists could claim that they advocated changes in women’s 
clothing for a very specific purpose rendered less threatening by its association with 
recreational activities, dress reformers could not do so.  Many Americans viewed 
their activities as subversive, even radical, both because of the rhetorical strategies 
they used to represent their arguments and because of their connection to the 
bloomer wearers of the 1850s. Conversely, because bicyclists embraced continuities 
and nuances where dress reformers insisted upon sharp distinctions, and because 
they aligned themselves with the advertisers and pattern-makers, they gained a wide 
visibility that these other groups lacked. In what follows, I suggest that the contrast 
between the two efforts—one explicitly political, the other less so—offered women 
reformers new insights into the ways they might bring about reforms most effectively 
in the new century, with its wider sphere of media influence and its unprecedented 
emphasis on consumerism.  In addition, I consider what this case study might offer 
contemporary theorists of rhetoric who seek to articulate more precisely the 
relationship between language and performance. 
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A significant part of the late nineteenth-century dress reform movement—
and, perhaps, a legacy of the Oneida group and the women’s emancipation efforts of 
the past—was the notion that reform dress existed somehow outside of, or in 
opposition to, the forces of fashion to which conventional women were falling prey. 
That is, many nineteenth-century dress reformers did not represent themselves as 
influencing existing clothing designs so much as attacking “fashion” and its 
adherents wholesale from the outside. They offered their own versions of feminine 
dress that were “natural” or “rational,” and that, they argued, differed strikingly from 
mainstream fashions, from which they sought to persuade women that they should 
break. Writing within the “Symposium on Women’s Dress” that appeared in The 
Arena in 1892, for instance, Lady F. W. Haberton critiqued women who took stock in 
conventional fashions, remarking at “how devoid they seem to be of all idea of 
progress” and noting that “it seems certain they have no proper knowledge of 
whether they are comfortable or the reverse” (621). In the Chautauquan, meanwhile, 
Frances Russell complained in 1893 that “the leaders of fashion in France, and 
through France of the whole civilized world, were women who could not be admitted 
into good society in any country.” Fashion, Russell pointed out, “has no reasonable 
methods” (728) and cannot be counted upon to generate positive developments in 
women’s dress. The demand that well-known reformers like Russell, Phelps, and 
Haberton made on their audiences was itself a radical one: they wanted women to 
rebel against “Fashion” as an inherently harmful force in their lives, to disable the 
power of “Fashion” over themselves by making their own decisions using the 
“reasonable” methods of “rational” dress.  
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 In contrast to dress reformers, bicycle enthusiasts attempted to promote their 
garments as attentive to the dictates of fashion, and wearers as capable of bridging 
the gap between the conventional and the functional. Writing within popular 
magazines catering to a broader and more diverse audience than the progressive 
“quality” or “house” magazines, like the reform-minded Arena and the 
Chautauquan, that published material on dress reform, they emphasized their own 
connection to existing fashions. They also suggested that women riders did not need 
to sacrifice personal attractiveness in pursuing their hobby. And they critiqued the 
dress reformers for their unwillingness to allow for similar overlap with mainstream 
fashions. As one commentator, writing in Harper’s Bazaar,  put it:  
If our modern dress reformers were wise in their generation, they would make 
a friend of Dame Fashion. She is an adversary not to be despised, and they 
should propitiate her in every possible and reasonable way. There are many 
useful lessons that they might learn of her as to the manner in which it is 
possible to bring about successfully any contemplated change in dress . . . 
[S]he gradually familiarizes the eyes of her followers with her various 
extremes, instead of trying to force them upon her votaries at once, and in 
their entirety. Why cannot we get short skirts that way?” (“Trailing Skirts” 
319). 
This notion of gradualism, of compromise, was one that commentators about bicycle 
dress often celebrated as characteristic of their own reform efforts, helping to 
increase their numbers and maintain their strength in the same way as did their 
displacement of responsibility for the necessity of dress reform onto the bicycle itself.  
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And, as this commentator’s note indicates, it was an idea that they observed was 
lacking from the persuasion of prominent dress reformers like Haberton and Russell.  
In addition to noting the benefits of seeking out continuities rather than 
disjunctures, bicyclists commenting on dress reform responded in new ways to a 
question that dress reformers had been debating for decades: the question of 
whether it was necessary to wear the clothing they advocated, or to argue first for the 
importance of doing so. Dating back to the 1850s when Stanton, Miller, and Bloomer 
had received such criticism from the public and the press for wearing their 
bifurcated pants, women’s rights advocates had discussed whether doing so had been 
premature or misguided, or whether it was an essential, but painful step toward 
enacting meaningful change. Some, such as Stanton’s cousin Gerrit Smith, insisted 
that without dress reform, all other efforts to demonstrate women’s capacities would 
be in vain—that embodied performances must precede arguments: 
Strive as you will to elevate women, nevertheless the disabilities and 
degredation of her dress, together with that large group of false views of the 
uses of her being, and her relations to man, symbolized and perpetuated by 
her dress, will make your striving vain (Stanton 837).   
Smith saw dress as a visual “symbol” that would undermine the verbal at every turn; 
he was adamantly opposed to his cousin’s decision to forego wearing bloomers 
because of the negative attention it had brought her family. Stanton, however, 
defended her choice in a letter to him by pointing out that premature clothing 
experiments would only alienate possible allies and deter them from listening to 
reformers speak about other, more pressing, topics. As Stanton herself put it in a 
letter to Smith:  
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Dress is a matter of taste, of fashion; it is changeable, transient, and may be 
doffed or donned at the will of the individual; but institutions, supported by 
laws, can be overturned but by revolution. (Stanton 840) 
Because she felt that the public’s uproar over her dress had threatened to trump her 
written and spoken efforts to promote reform, Stanton responded by devaluing the 
powerful visual rhetoric of clothing altogether, suggesting that dress was merely 
“transient” and “changeable” in comparison to “institutions” and “laws.” Like the 
women rhetors about whom Carol Mattingly has written, Stanton embedded her 
claims within a visual rhetoric of conservatism, donning clothing that adhered to 
established notions of femininity in order to reassure her audiences of her ethos 
when speaking publicly.  
 Although Stanton’s position may appear at odds with that of the dress 
reformers, it is important to point out that hers was a strategy for achieving change 
rather than a wholesale denial of the benefits of dress reform. Hence, later dress 
reformers—citing the lessons learned by the bloomer-wearers of the 1850s—often 
employed her strategy in publicizing their cause. That is, they argued in favor of 
reforming dress without actually wearing the styles they proposed. Rather than 
shock or alienate audiences at the 1893 World’s Fair in Chicago, for instance, leaders 
of the National Council of Women declined to don the clothing they offered in their 
dress reform exhibit. One writer in the Arena noted in her report of the event that 
“Many women and some men went home from the Fair disappointed because they 
saw not a single woman dressed in the new styles.” In defense of these event 
organizers, she noted the following: 
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They had many different duties and diplomatic relations, and, in this latter-
day campaign, no one is asked to make a martyr of herself. No one is expected 
to wear a dress which hinders her more than it helps her. What we seek 
especially is a wide awakening and the impetus of numbers, so that those who 
want the freedom of their limbs may find liberty and not social ostracism. 
(Russell 307) 
Her reference to the “latter-day campaign” signals this writer’s awareness of the 
troubles with which Stanton and others had been faced forty years earlier; it also 
reflects the organization’s tentative approach to harnessing the powerful visual 
rhetoric of dress. Although this perspective dominated the World’s Fair, it did elicit 
some criticism, as a few reformers donned the costumes and reported on the positive 
response their clothing elicited. One writer, frustrated by the small numbers of 
reformers who joined her in wearing shortened skirts, argued for the need for 
“individual effort” in bringing about dress reform and complained that,  “the women 
who feel the need of a reform in dress should be the first to adopt it, without waiting 
until it has been generally accepted” (Lee 317). The question of whether to argue for 
dress reform or to enact it through performance was clearly a divisive one within the 
dress reform community, both in the 1850s and in the 1890s during the bicycle 
craze. 
 Among women who were bicyclists, too, this question was a familiar one. 
Particularly for women’s rights advocates like Frances Willard who were aware of the 
strategies that dress reformers were using to reach the public, the success of the 
bicycle demonstrated the powerful visual rhetoric of dress as compared to argument. 
Willard suggested in A Wheel Within A Wheel the usefulness of acting rather than 
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arguing. Though she is not directly critical of dress reformers, her perspective on the 
most productive avenues toward dress reform indicates her stance: 
If women ride they must, when riding, dress more rationally than they have 
been wont to do. If they do this many prejudices as to what they may be 
allowed to wear will fade away. Reason will gain upon precedent, and ere long 
the comfortable, sensible, and artistic wardrobe of the rider will make the 
conventional style of women’s dress absurd to the eye and unendurable to the 
understanding. A reform often advances most rapidly by indirection. An 
ounce of practice is worth a ton of theory; and the graceful and becoming 
costume of woman on the bicycle will convince the world that has brushed 
aside the theories, no matter how well-constructed, and the arguments, no 
matter how logical, of dress reformers (Willard 39). 
Willard’s trust in “precedent,” “indirection,” and “practice” are here indicative of a 
perspective that contrasts sharply with the dress reformers’ strategies, and suggests 
the agency of women themselves to bring about change simply by choosing to wear 
different clothing. Her criticisms of the emphasis that dress reformers placed on 
“theories,” too, is telling, in that it points back to a long-standing debate among 
women’s rights advocates about the significance of clothing to women’s 
emancipation.  
 If women bicyclists bested dress reformers in their willingness to wear the 
styles they sought to promote en masse, they did so in part because of their close 
association with the powerful bicycle industry and with the new mass consumer 
culture more generally. The large numbers of women who sewed and wore bicycle 
costumes would scarcely have been so large, after all, had not these women read 
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about and considered the possibilities for such dress in popular magazines, or 
accessed dress patterns in mail-to-order catalogues. The bicycle-friendly Delineator,  
Godey’s, and Munsey’s Magazines each had over 500.000 subscribers across the 
country—well over twice the number of subscribers to the Boston-based  Arena, in 
which the proceedings of the National Dress Reform Symposium were published. 
Readers of these popular publications were more widely geographically dispersed, 
and represented a greater range of classes than did the readers of the Arena, which 
cost subscribers over three times as much money (Schneirov 53).  Because of this 
increased visibility, as well as the rhetoric of choice promoted within columns about 
bicycling, far more women donned bicycle dress and rode bicycles—thus amplifying 
through visual and embodied repetition the notion that bicycle riding and dress for 
women represented appropriate choices. In contrast, the dress reformers’ arguments 
were limited by not only their failure to harness the power of such visual and 
embodied rhetorics, but also by their failure to disperse their message as widely as 
did the bicyclists.  
In addition, the dress reformers’ failure to attract wider audiences was the 
result of their lack of attention to the changing systems of clothing production in 
which sewing machines and clothing patterns were so involved. The clothing 
patterns produced within the Delineator reflected the bicycle industry’s awareness of 
the ways that many lower and middle class women of the day obtained their 
clothing; riders, by buying, sewing, and wearing variations on the patterns provided 
were maintaining this awareness. In contrast, the mostly middle and upper-class 
dress reformers were less cognizant of sewing machines and of these trends. Their 
clothes were specially designed and individually tailored; Russell regretted of the 
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dress reform display at the Chicago World’s Fair that the planners had failed to 
realize “the incapacity of average dressmakers outside their regular routine.” 
Tellingly, she also lamented “the call from all parts for patterns! Patterns! When 
there were no patterns” (Arena 305).  Because of their reluctance to wear the 
clothing they promoted, and because of their distance from the systems of 
production and consumption that were emerging during the 1890s, the dress 
reformers had difficulty publicizing their cause and putting it to action. The 
bicyclists, in contrast, were buoyed not only by their lack of clear political agenda, 
but because of their alliance with, and hence influence over, these systems. As a 
result, they gained the visibility necessary to shift the gender order in ways that the 
traditional dress reformers did not. 
 While it would be short-sighted to criticize leaders like Russell for conditions 
over which she had very limited control, it is productive to note the not-insignificant 
lessons that women’s rights advocates gleaned from the comparison of the bicyclists 
to the dress reformers. Willard’s observations about the positive impact of business 
interests on women’s opportunities, and her notice of the productivity of 
“indirection” and “practice,” represented a timely shift in reformers’ attitudes toward 
bringing about change.  The strategies of the nineteenth-century, to which the dress 
reformers had adhered loyally, were proving inadequate in the modern cultural 
climate, within which visual and embodied rhetorics were playing an increasingly 
important role in reaching a broadening and diversifying public. Women like 
Willard, Bisland, and the writers of columns in Harper’s Bazaar took advantage of 
these changes, aligning themselves with a modern sensibility that differed sharply 
from their predecessors, such as Stanton and Bloomer. Rather than separating their 
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morality from the mass culture, and rather than using conservative dress to cultivate 
a strong positive ethos among small audiences that tended to be homogenous in class 
and race, these ‘New Women’ saw advantages in written, visual, and embodied 
rhetorical strategies that would enable them to gain as broad an audience as 
possible.  
Clearly, these strategies, which continue to be in use today, are not without 
problem in facilitating the appropriation of potentially emancipatory discourses for 
commercial interests. By aligning themselves with mass culture and allowing their 
tools to become commodities, social groups gain visibility for causes that might, as 
the dress reform example demonstrates, otherwise remain overlooked. They do so at 
the potential cost of autonomy over how they and their causes are represented and 
taken up by broader audiences. Nonetheless, they also facilitate possibilities for 
change within a modern mass culture like the one into which women bicyclists were 
entering and in which we continue to live today. In short, the bicycle craze--with 
manufacturers, commentators, designers, and riders among its relevant actors—
changed the conditions within which women were living their lives that could not be 
accomplished through argument alone. 
Finally, then, we might briefly consider the implications of these changes and 
the conditions of their emergence for rhetorical theory.  What sorts of rhetors acted 
most effectively in this case? What strategies did they employ, and to what extent 
were these strategies historical in nature? Rhetorician Nathan Stormer’s notion of 
the relationship between language and order is instructive in accounting for the 
significance of the embodied acts of sewing and riding as rhetorical activities. Not 
unlike Gerrit Smith and the bicyclists who saw the wearing of dress, rather than the 
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advancing of arguments, as a precursor to its acceptance, Stormer understands 
“meaning, matter, and action” as necessary to the  production of language. Stormer 
argues that rhetoricians ought to move away from considering language as a sole 
shaper of order, toward a conception in which order shapes the possibilities for 
language—and in which rhetors’ “everyday micropractices” (262) rather than their 
efforts at written or spoken public address become central locations for rhetorical 
study. Such a conception is in line with Karen and Sonja Foss’s argument that 
scholars ought to coniser women’s material practices as rhetorical in nature. Within 
such a rubric, the embodied acts of the women bicyclists, such as sewing and riding, 
become not merely effects of, but substantiators or even precursers of, the texts that 
they generated within popular magazines and newspapers. They become, also, 
central to the tuning of the bicycle to its audience of women riders—ensuring that the 
technology succeeded among this group as both a useful machine and as a certain 
kind of symbolic object suggesting at once free choice and emancipation from the 
gender order that it helped to unseat.  
If we take Stormer’s reasoning as a starting point and consider Willard’s 
reflections on the need for practice and indirection, we might then uncover a 
relationship between the embodied strategies of the bicyclists and subsequent 
activities that might not otherwise be considered rhetorical. Although the bicycle 
craze subsided in the early years of the twentieth-century, American women 
continued to expand their realm of embodied, spoken, and written activities into 
other areas that similarly shifted relations between men and women. Early 
twentieth-century women’s clubs and girls’ scouting groups, for example, took on the 
language, uniforms, and customs of military and business organizations (see, for 
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example, rhetoricians Anne Ruggles Gere and Wendy Sharer, and historian Susan A. 
Miller). Scouting organizations, in particular, encouraged the visibility of their 
members through nationally distributed publications and public activities. Like the 
women bicyclists, they sought to promote changes in women’s opportunities through 
everyday “micropractices” like those to which Stormer alludes, rather than through 
arguments alone, and they saw the coming of mass culture as a means of inventing 
and amplifying these opportunities.  
In conclusion, then, women bicyclists’ efforts to invent appropriate dress for 
their new activity had important consequences for both the bicycle and subsequent 
attempts  to change gender relations. The dress that women riders, designers, and 
fashion critics negotiated through their textual and embodied efforts facilitated the 
tuning process between bicycles and women riders.  That is, because the bicycle 
acted upon traditional women’s clothing, mandating through its material agency 
changes in garments that had previously disciplined women to relative passivity, it 
acted upon women themselves—facilitating their increased autonomy and freedom 
of movement both on and off the wheel. And in ensuring through their discourse that 
the bicycle allow for clothing that was fashionable as well as functional, women 
facilitated the wider spread of the new technology even as they solidified their 
association with the drop-frame bicycle that allowed them to wear shortened skirts 
rather than bloomers. Finally, the realizations that the bicycle craze elicited amongst 
women reformers contributed to the bank of rhetorical strategies available for future 
reform efforts, ensuring that their promoters attend to the importance of embodied 
practice as well as the material conditions of mass culture. In short, this crucial 
aspect of technological tuning—that of dress—generated a constellation of societal 
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changes well beyond those anticipated by designers or even riders as they set out to 
design clothing for wheeling.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 
21 The Rainy Day Club was a dress reform group made up mostly of affluent women 
in the Northeast. Their name, derived from the idea that women ought to be able to 
wear clothing appropriate for walking outside on rainy days, would have been a 
familiar reference to NYT readers. 
 
22 The divided skirt was a loose, bifurcated garment in which the split was covered by 
fabric, giving the appearance of the skirt.  
 
23 The sewing machine had been patented in 1846, and it experienced a boom similar 
to that of the bicycle during the 1870s and 1880s. By the time the bicycle boomed, 
Americans of even middling means were coming to rely on patterns for the latest 
fashions and on ready-made clothing from stores (Warner 21).  
  
 
Chapter 5: The Medical Bicycle 
 
On October 14, 1897, the New York Times reported the tragic death of Eva 
Miller, seventeen years old, of “heart disease” brought on by a ride on a tandem 
bicycle ride with a male friend. According to the article, Miller and Joseph 
McDermott rode up and down the street “several times,” after which Miller’s friends, 
who were standing nearby, asked her how she liked her ride. Immediately upon 
assuring them that “it was perfectly lovely,” she began to suffer its effects. As the 
Times notes, somewhat dramatically: 
The words were scarcely from her lips when the girl staggered, and before she 
could be caught fell to the ground in a faint. She was taken to her home close 
by, and Dr.Cronin . . . was called. He did all in his power, but an hour had not 
passed when the girl was still in death. Her parents are distracted with grief. 
Miss Miller was unusually pretty and a great favorite.  
Though no one can know the girl’s true cause of death, the incident remains notable 
because it points to the degree to which turn-of-the-century Americans considered 
the bicycle an unknown and potentially dangerous agent, particularly when it was 
ridden by women. Although bicycling enthusiasts spoke much about the promise of 
improved health that the new technology would bring to women riders, its very 
novelty ensured that some Americans viewed this promise with no small amount of 
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skepticism. They wondered: how much physical exertion could women’s bodies 
stand? How much speed? Could a woman who seemed to be enjoying herself actually 
be bringing herself physical harm? These questions about women’s bodies were 
commonplace among doctors and laypeople during the end of the nineteenth 
century, and their wide circulation—in medical journals, trade correspondence, and 
popular magazines alike—played a central role both in the ways that women 
approached the new activity and in the type of symbolic object that the bicycle came 
to be.  
 Tellingly, however, the article reveals more than just turn-of-the-century 
medical apprehensions about women’s bicycling. Miller’s unchaperoned ride up the 
street with Joseph McDermott represents changing social mores, and her death 
offers a warning to women who embark on similar journeys with men, astride a 
machine over which they have no control and which may carry them far from the 
safety of home. Despite being “unusually pretty and a great favorite,” Miller suffers 
medically for her lack of moral awareness – a fact that suggests that, as medical 
historians such as Lester King and John and Robin Haller have noted, medicine 
offered (then as now) social conservatives a way to reign in elements of society that 
threatened cultural hegemony. It is no surprise that the bicycle, because it offered 
women increased mobility and independence, raised moral as well as medical 
alarms.  
 And yet, women not only rode bicycles during the 1890s, but as I have 
discussed, they did so en masse. Although stories like Miller’s circulated through 
popular discourse, riders, bicycle manufacturers, and even many doctors continued 
to insist on the health benefits that the new activity would bring to a segment of the 
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population so notorious for its ill health. In his 1896 article, “A Plea for the New 
Woman and the Bicycle,” for instance, Dr. Francis Nash reported that:  
[The bicycle] can be used with benefit in simple degenerated conditions of the 
heart, in dilated heart, and in . . . vulvular conditions . . . and in varicose veins 
and hemorrhoids; in almost all pulmonary except advanced tuberculosis; in 
various nervous diseases, such as organic and functional paralysis, 
neurasthenia and hysteria, migraine and the neuralgias; in anemia, chlorosis, 
amenorrhea, dysmenorrhea; in uterine and ovarian congestion and in chronic 
painless lesions of the pelvis without fever; in dyspepsia, constipation, 
obesity, torpid liver, gout, diabetes mellitus; in spinal curvatures, weak and 
partially anylosed joints. (560) 
Writing in The American Journal of Obstetrics and Diseases of Women and 
Children, Nash offers the bicycle to his professional colleagues as women’s 
deliverance from a laundry list of ills as varied as they are specific--as, in fact, a cure 
for the very disease from which Miller apparently died. During a time period when 
Americans were especially worried about women’s health issues, Nash promotes the 
bicycle not merely as a mild therapeutic exercise, but as a specifically medical 
technology capable of curing the many ills from which late nineteenth-century 
American women suffered. How did Nash, and others like him, come to understand 
the bicycle in this way, especially given the apprehensions that many Americans felt 
about women’s use of the new technology? How did the striking discrepancy between 
the dystopian perspective represented by the NYT article and the utopian perspective 
of Nash’s commentary coexist within the same cultural moment, and to what ends?  
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 In this chapter, I demonstrate the ways that women’s appropriation of the 
bicycle was both tied to and shaped by its emergence as a therapeutic agent and a 
medical technology. In order for women to ride, rhetors like Nash (as well as others 
from beyond the boundaries of the medical profession) had to offer Americans a 
convincing narrative about the safety and benefits of their doing so. Central to this 
narrative was the argument that women’s bodies were capable of—even enhanced 
by—much more energy expenditure and muscle development than doctors and 
laypeople were accustomed to attributing to them, and that bicycling might offer 
relief from specific ailments from which they suffered. Various actors advanced this 
narrative in both popular and professional texts, marginalizing skeptics of women’s 
bicycling and overriding Americans’ fears about its unknown effects, while at the 
same time setting definite boundaries on how and why women might ride. As 
symbolic object and material artifact, the bicycle itself supported and helped to 
create these boundaries in both its design and its patterns of use. In other words, the 
bicycle’s material features were influenced by popular and professional medical 
discourses about women’s riding and helped, in turn, to stabilize the argument that 
the new technology was beneficial rather than harmful, and that it was subject to 
doctor regulation rather than exclusion. This process of technological “tuning” 
among doctors, laypeople, and bicycles influenced not only medical understandings 
of women’s bicycle riding, but also medical perspectives on women’s bodies more 
generally.   
In what follows, I first offer a sense of the sorts of arguments that shaped 
medical discourse about women during the later half of the nineteenth century, in 
order to sketch out the context into which the bicycle emerged and to explain why 
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women’s riding was initially such a frightening possibility for many Americans.  
Next, I suggest that the commonplaces that characterized nineteenth-century 
medical discourse not only generated opposition to women’s bicycling; they provided 
the means by which bicycling proponents could invent new arguments.  I argue that 
bicycle enthusiasts succeeded both in situating opponents’ arguments as outdated 
and unscientific, and in offering, in its place, an alternate understanding that 
appeared to conform to the standards of newly emerging scientific medicine and that 
emphasized how women ought to ride the bicycle rather than whether they ought to 
do so. Finally, I examine the ways that these discourses contributed to the shaping of 
the bicycle both as a material object facilitating everyday performances among users 
and as a symbolic object facilitating new attitudes about women’s bodies. 
 
I. The Case Against Bicycling 
 
In Language as Symbolic Action, Kenneth Burke observes that “much that we 
take as observations about ‘reality’ may be but the spinning out of possibilities 
implicit in our particular choice of terms”(Rhetorical Tradition 1341).  That is, what 
we look for and find reflects the possibilities that are contained within the terms we 
use to describe our realities. At the same time, these terms function also to “deflect” 
(1342) aspects of reality so that we do not perceive them or incorporate them into 
our understanding of the world’s workings. Such was the case within nineteenth-
century medical practice in America, as doctors and laypeople alike sought evidence 
from their observations about health and women’s bodies that reflected the terms 
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and commonplaces on which they relied. In this section, I offer a brief overview of 
these terms and commonplaces, in order to demonstrate the context in which, for 
example, the aforementioned NYT article suggested that bicycle riding led to the 
death of Eva Miller, and some doctors expressed their contempt for women’s use of 
the new technology.  
 Throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century in both Britain and 
America, doctors and laypeople alike attended closely to what they called the 
“Woman Question,” a broad term referring to the question of women’s physical and 
mental capabilities, their proper role in society, and their economic position. The 
very notion of a special “Woman Question,” repeated in a miscellany of public and 
private contexts over time, heightened Americans’ sense that “women’s proper place” 
was a problem to be discussed, evaluated, and solved. At the same time, its open-
endedness as a term suggested that its solutions might originate in evidence 
gathered through almost any means--medical scrutiny, scientific inquiry, personal 
observation, cultural generalization. It is no surprise, then, that this open-endedness 
also did much to generate a high level of medical and moral scrutiny about women’s 
bicycling, an activity that might take on very different meanings depending on how 
one viewed the “Woman Question.” At the same time, the notion of a “Woman 
Question” secured the notion that there was “a” best way for women to function in 
society, rather than a multiplicity of possibilities. Riding the bicycle, viewed in this 
light, became either an acceptable activity or not.  
Other terms, also, helped both to “spin out” the possibilities and establish the 
constraints of which Burke speaks. These term and the claims they generated 
constituted an epistemological basis for rejecting the new activity altogether.  In 
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addition, they provided the vocabulary through which counter-arguments could be 
raised and this epistemology could be contested. Central to medical arguments 
against women’s participation in both intellectual and physical pursuits, for instance, 
was the notion of “balance” amongst all the body’s systems as a crucial component of 
good health. When physicians spoke of balance, harmony, and symmetry, as medical 
historian Charles Rosenberg has noted, they reinforced the claim that “every part of 
the body was related inevitably and inextricably with every other” (5). Hence, doctors 
monitored not individual body parts, but an entire “system” in their search for the 
causes of disease, and any change in one’s actions would endanger the system. Such 
a focus facilitated claims that, for example, excessive intellectual or physical activity 
would have a detrimental effect on other parts of the system. By this reasoning, 
doctors argued that secondary education for women would drain the ovaries and 
potentially render reproduction impossible, or that bicycling might pose the same 
risks. In fact, this systemic perspective implied that any shift in women’s activities 
could upset the body’s balances and thus endanger their role as mothers to the next 
generation. As a result, doctors often played an inherently conservative role with 
respect to the gender order, warning against the potential hazards of changes in 
women’s daily lives.  
The doctorly focus on balance within the bodily system facilitated other 
arguments, as well. The notion of a constant struggle for balance within the bodily 
system posited a body limited in its energies, capable only of depletion through 
imbalanced activity, and thus requiring constant monitoring. That is, if the 
individual exerted herself physically or intellectually, the harm she might cause her 
ovaries or her nerves could not be undone simply by a regenerating of energies. The 
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system was thus part of what Patricia Vertinsky has since called a “limited economy” 
(Fair Sex 268) in the sense that its precious resources could not simply be renewed 
through exercise or rest. Hence, within this line of thinking doctors were likely to 
view women’s bicycling as doubly problematic: not only did it upset a delicate 
balance within the bodily system, it ensured the squandering of limited energies.  
 In addition, doctors spoke of morality or of related terms such as modesty as 
constituting part of the bodily system, and thus susceptible to medical monitoring.  
As Dr. Benjamin Ward Richardson noted of his profession, “We of all men . . . ought 
to see how to combine the physical with the moral, and to understand the 
interdependence of the one on the other” (qtd. in Whorton 66).  Richardson suggests 
an interrelated system in his note about the “interrelatedness” of the physical and 
the moral, so that, for instance, the prostitute would experience physical atrophy as 
the direct result of her sexual activity. Hence, rather than focusing their attention 
exclusively on the empirically observable attributes of the human body, doctors 
understood their role as that of advisor, charged with recommending behaviors that 
could help the individual maintain a proper balance to his or her system. Since many 
doctors worried that unchaperoned bicycling might have a negative effect on 
women’s modesty or morality, they could assert its negative physical consequences 
as well. One doctor, for instance, voiced his opposition to allowing young women to 
ride bicycles unchaperoned on the grounds that it “would easily lead to ruinous 
consequences” (qtd. in Haller and Haller 185). Significantly, the overlap between 
bodily and moral systems permitted the doctor to make his or her  claims without 
specifying directly what those consequences might be; they might involve either the 
physical consequences of an attack by a stranger, the moral consequences of social 
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ostracism stemming from unwanted pregnancy, both, or something else entirely. 
And because of the lack of precision with which they were made, such claims were 
difficult to counter; they generated their own evidence. Nearly any ailment could be 
linked to hidden or visible breaches of morality. Late nineteenth-century women 
who threatened the existing moral order were not simply socially threatening, then, 
they were themselves jeopardized by their own lack of solicitude for their bodies.  
 Treating these women, nineteenth-century doctors argued, was often more 
“art” than science—a claim they defended by opposing the two terms, and that was 
supported by the nature of the system they had themselves constructed: when 
morality and physicality were linked so intimately, health could sometimes not be 
ascertained through generic measurement. Rather, doctors asserted that each 
individual possessed a unique balance that could only be reached by personal 
intervention—a practice rendered impossible by the “scientific” standardization of 
treatment. Whereas today, standard treatments are offered for standard illnesses 
located in individual body parts, the typical nineteenth-century doctor attended to 
the body’s economy and took into consideration the moral particulars of a person’s 
case as well as his or her physiological symptoms. As Rosenberg notes, the term 
“empiric” was pejorative during this period in medical history, denoting “the blind 
cut and try practices which regular physicians liked to think characterized their 
quackish contemporaries” (7). Although some researchers influenced by European 
ideas had, in the years following the Civil War, turned toward empiricism, many 
doctors – in part because of the inadequacy of medical training and in part because 
of their need to keep patients in an increasingly competitive environment – 
continued to adhere to this model for medicine. (Ehrenreich and English 43). Hence, 
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within their worldview, the decision to make assertions about patients through 
generalities was a choice likely to be called into question for its lack of attentiveness 
to detail and individuality. The case study of the individual woman bicyclist suffering 
from disease carried as much persuasive weight as the study of 100 bicyclists who 
claimed health improvements due to riding.  
In the decades following the publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species 
(1859) and Descent of Man (1871), evolutionary terms made their way into medical 
discourse and influenced the ways that doctors interpreted patients’ symptoms and 
behaviors. In Descent of Man, Darwin posited that “higher” races and species were 
characterized by greater differentiation between the two sexes in terms of their 
physical appearance, abilities, and responsibilities. Whereas male and female 
representatives of “lower” races, like “lower” species, shared similar characteristics 
and engaged in similar activities, males and females in more evolved cultures 
differed from one another physically, emotionally, and intellectually. Hence, the 
intrusion of women into masculine realms, some doctors argued, entailed a 
confounding of the sexes and thus, a move toward devolution. As Dr. Walter Bagehot 
put it in Popular Science Monthly:   
Each sex fulfills the tasks for which it is especially adapted by Nature, and 
anything like “subjugation” is utterly out of the question. Were the duties of 
the two sexes confounded together . . . the position of the species in the great 
and constant struggle for existence would be very decidedly altered for the 
worse.  (204) 
As Bagehot’s position suggests, evolutionary theory offered a new exigence for 
doctors’ efforts to regulate patients’ behavior, especially in the linear sense in which 
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he posits its operations: a species can move upward or downward, depending on its 
activities. His mention of “Nature” and of “the great and constant struggle for 
existence” would have left little doubt among his contemporaries that he was 
drawing from a Darwinian vocabulary, and his reference to this struggle would have 
touched upon what was for them a great source of anxiety and fear.  
Significantly, too, this idea that human actions could not only unbalance the 
individual’s bodily system, but could even impact the fate of the species, enhanced 
the already powerful conservative pull of late nineteenth-century American 
medicine. Within this line of thinking, women bicyclists were contributing to 
potential devolution by intruding into masculine realms of activity. Their behavior, 
then, was not only reckless in the damage it might do to their own health, it was 
selfish in its disregard for its long-term effects on others. And since these long-term 
effects played out only on an evolutionary time line well beyond the ability of an 
individual to observe, they could never really be substantiated or called into question 
by skeptics. In this way, they served to stabilize a vague sense of fear that was 
difficult to contest, because no one could know for sure that devolution would not 
follow the conflation of men’s and women’s activities.  
 Nineteenth-century doctors’ customary use of terms reinforcing the notion of 
interrelated bodily systems in need of balance, as well as their invocations of 
evolutionary theory, shaped many of the sorts of arguments that skeptics of women’s 
bicycling made in discouraging the new activity. These arguments allowed them to 
suggest dire consequences, both for the individual and her descendents, of her 
riding. And because they posited that physical and moral symptoms existed along 
the same continuum, they were able to expand their realm of influence outside of 
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science in order to claim that their expertise lie in their artistic assessments of the 
individual case. The reality that they selected, then, was one that highlighted 
women’s physical and moral frailty and enhanced their own status as protectors of 
female patients, while deflecting the notion that women might help themselves and 
their families by bettering their health and developing some levels of independence, 
as well as the notion that they might generate new energy by expending it through 
bicycling. This reality, also, was one containing mutually supportive claims within it, 
generating amongst themselves a sort of world view that was difficult to contest as 
long as one accepted its basic premises. 
 A telling example of this cluster of arguments in action is Dr. Arabella 
Kenealy’s 1899 article, “Woman as an Athlete,” which appeared in an 1899 issue of 
the British magazine,  Nineteenth Century. Kenealy, a eugenicist who condemned 
education and athletics for women despite her own high level of training as a doctor, 
offers a bleak picture of the athletic woman as someone whose “energies” for 
motherhood and human sympathy have been drained by her new interests, and 
whose children will suffer as a result. Speaking of a hypothetical bicyclist and tennis 
player, Clara, Kenealy notes that sports have had the effect “merely of altering the 
relation of her forces in such a manner as to increase the muscle-power at the 
expense of other qualities” and to “destroy a complex, well-planned balance of 
faculties which had been Nature’s scheme when Nature fashioned Clara”(638). 
Kenealy, like many doctors of her day, sees Clara’s body as a limited economy within 
which individual parts are subordinated to “balance” and “relation[s]” that must be 
kept in check, and that has been upset by her newfound love of athletics. 
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As a consequence of this lack of balance, Kenealy observes, Clara has become 
selfish and has discontinued the kindnesses to others that she was once accustomed 
to offer. Whereas before she spent her days productively comforting her sick 
neighbors and soothing her father’s ruffled temper, nowadays Kenealy reports that 
she “finds no time for any of these ministrations” and instead “is off bicycling on her 
own account” (640). In Kenealy’s bodily economy, Clara has paid the cost of her 
athleticism with a selfishness that has increased in proportion to her “muscle-power” 
(640). In addition, she has lost her modesty, as her bodily development has sapped 
her brain of “its more subtle and fine qualities.” As Kenealy notes, “Immodesty is as 
actual a human degeneration as is indigestion, modesty being, as digestion is, a 
human function” (644). The blurring of boundaries between the physical and the 
moral, accomplished through her parallel grouping of terms (“immodesty” and 
“digestion”), expands her realm of medical authority to include moral qualities.  
Significant, also, is the nature of evidence that Kenealy offers and of that she 
refutes. Her sustained focus on one individual, rather than on groups of individuals 
from whom knowledge can be generalized, suggests her commitment to the artistic 
notion of doctoring, in which the individual’s bodily balance is unique and can only 
be discovered by the knowledgeable, patient doctor who takes the time to do so. This 
balance, too is necessarily not accessible through empirical measurements or direct 
observations; for example, Kenealy reports that Clara’s morality is not “a power 
demonstrable and calculable, as are her “talents for winning golf matches or 
mountain climbing. As Kenealy argues: 
. . . Clara’s sympathies and Clara’s emotionalism and Clara’s delicacy and tact, 
which one can but conclude are the qualities which have gone to feed her 
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augmented sinews, are factors more conspicuous in the breach than in the 
observation. (639) 
By contrasting the “demonstrable” and “calculable” to those qualities, like Clara’s 
sympathy, that are not, Kenealy suggests that those who rely solely on what can be 
measured empirically are missing what is most important in patients like Clara. And 
by suggesting that moral qualities are “more conspicuous in the breach than in the 
observation,” she guides readers toward seeking out evidence in the form of 
behaviors among women athletes that are lacking, rather than physical attributes 
that are observable. Hence she dismisses observations that Clara’s skin and energy 
levels are improved by her bicycling, directing readers’ attention instead to the 
charitable tasks she has given up. 
Similarly, Kenealy emphasizes the limits of what the doctor can know. 
Instead, she personifies Nature as an all-knowing diety who knows more than the 
lowly medical practitioner can possibly grasp, whose expertise has come about 
through the seeming eternity of Darwinian time and of evolution.  
. . . Nature knows what are the faculties whence this new muscle-energy is 
born. She knows it is the birthright of the babies [these] athletes are 
squandering. She knows it is the laboriously evolved potentiality of the race 
they are expending on their muscles. (643) 
Here Kenealy represents women’s development of muscles almost as a sacrifice 
about which “Nature” can know all and humans, little. In her economical view of the 
body, every addition must ultimately create a subtraction – even if this subtraction is 
only evident in the long term – in the context of “the laboriously evolved potentiality 
  
189 
 
of the race.” And because of her rejection of empiricism, she is able to protect her 
position against a call for demonstrable evidence.  
 In this way, Kenealy’s argument offers insight into nineteenth century 
doctors’ ability to assert themselves as moral, as well as medical, experts. As John 
and Robin Haller have noted, the Victorian doctor served as “the arbiter of fashion, 
the watchman of morals, and the judge of personal needs” (x). Their complex societal 
role was secured in the nature of the claims that they made regarding human bodies 
generally and female bodies more specifically. Through these claims, doctors 
asserted the continuity of the moral and the medical, and enlisted both in 
maintaining a harmonious balance of general bodily forces. Within the arguments 
they made, any social change could become a literal threat to the body—and a threat 
to the body could become a threat to the species that the body represented. Finally, 
because of general hostility toward empiricism in medicine as evidence of lacking 
care and professionalization, efforts to prove or disprove a theory could not be 
undertaken through direct observation or generalizations formed on the basis of 
groups rather than individuals.  
 This medical world-view, exemplified in Kenealy’s argument against women’s 
athletics, was one that permeated not just doctors’ arguments, but also arguments 
within the wider culture. Its premises might easily have precluded the possibility that 
the new technology of bicycling would fall into wide use among women; however, as 
I demonstrate in the next two sections, these premises were challenged 
successfully—by bicycle enthusiasts and by doctors subscribing to a different, still-
emerging view of medicine governed by different terms and thus, different 
arguments. Rather than the new activity emerging as a dystopian possibility capable 
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of deteriorating the health of individual women, their offspring, and their race, 
women’s bicycling emerged as a distinctly therapeutic enterprise in which women 
ought to partake for the betterment of their health. 
II. Changing Perspectives on Women’s Bodies 
 
Rhetorician Judy Segal has argued that, like science, medicine is subject to 
persuasive influences emanating from both within and beyond professional 
boundaries. Just as Bruno Latour, Andrew Pickering, Donna Haraway, and others 
suggest that the values of technoscience are linked inextricably to those within the 
broader culture, Segal notes the extent to which medical practice reflects, absorbs, 
and amplifies the discourses that circulate among non-experts and experts alike. 
Similarly, Celeste Condit argues that “public discourse guides and supports (and 
prevents) science every bit as much as the reverse” (12). The result, according to 
Condit, is that scientific practice is contingent on both “the features of a very 
material world” and—echoing Burke’s commentary-- on “the language practices used 
in our interactions” (281), including those interactions that take place within texts 
authored by or intended for popular audiences.  The medical practices and 
arguments I have just described were contested within both popular and 
professional discourse, facilitating not only the rise of women’s bicycling, but also 
some important epistemological changes within the medical establishment itself. 
These changes were impacted by the bicycle as a material object capable, as Condit’s 
comments suggest, of influencing arguments by the conditions of embodiment it 
produced and sustained. As both a material and a symbolic object, the bicycle 
facilitated and supported a larger transformation in the American medical world-
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view, strengthening it by initiating new bodily performances and representing new 
attitudes about women’s physical and mental potentialities.  
 In the previous section, I suggested that the popular ‘Woman Question’ term 
prompted nineteenth-century doctors, as well as scientists and cultural critics, to 
take as their subject of study certain questions regarding the proper boundaries of 
women’s physical and intellectual pursuits, given their child-bearing role in society. 
The possibilities advanced within that term began to recede as a different term that 
arose during the 1890s: the so-called ‘New Woman,’ who was characterized chiefly 
by her freedom to experience life as she pleased, and whose ‘newness’ constructed 
her as distinctly different from the women of the nineteenth century. Whereas the 
term ‘Woman Question’ had suggested the existence of an essential and proper place 
for women within society that ought to be discovered through discussion and 
observation, the ‘New Woman’ term unhinged the notion of the essential, positing 
woman’s mutability instead and calling into question the entire discussion about 
‘woman’s place’ that had preceded it. Turn-of-the-century Americans were 
everywhere sensitive to the contrasts between the modern, or ‘New’ woman, and the 
familiar woman of the past. They remarked at the range of the New Woman’s 
activities, among which the bicycle was a significant one, and they speculated about 
the effect that these activities would have on her bodily system. At the same time, 
however, her very ‘newness,’ suggested by her name and reinforced through her 
embodied performances, raised with it some tentative new questions: did the New 
Woman possess different physical attributes than her sister, the regular woman? 
Would she fall prey to womanly ailments, or would she prove herself somehow 
immune to them?  
  
192 
 
 In advertisements and pamphlets that they distributed specifically to women, 
bicycle manufacturers sought to provide answers to these questions. They aligned 
their wares with this figure, providing a forum for self-proclaimed New Woman 
authors and doctors to testify to the bicycle’s merits as a therapeutic activity. Within 
this forum, authors like the well-known reporter Ida Trafford Bell and Dr. Lucy Hall, 
a prominent woman Boston physician, voiced their support of women’s bicycling. In 
addition, they both directly and indirectly contested doctors’ oppositions to the new 
activity the medical claims on which these oppositions were based. In doing so, 
bicycle manufacturers helped to circulate generalizable arguments that opened up 
opportunities for new attitudes about women’s bodies.  
Published by the Pope Manufacturing Company and featuring colorful images 
presented in an Art Nouveau style with which the New Woman was associated, Bell’s 
1890 bicycle pamphlet, “Bicycling for Women” offers first an example of a sustained 
attack on traditional physicians and medicine. Though throughout she assumes an 
informative tone about issues ranging from proper mounting to dress, Bell opens 
and closes with a focus on the benefits of bicycling to women’s health and the 
illegitimacy of the claims of any doctor who has not himself ridden a bicycle. She 
celebrates women’s freedom from “old fogy” physicians and their “old-fashioned 
ideas and obsolete theories,“ and she urges her readers to do the following: 
Pay no heed to the physician who tells you that the motion [of bicycling] is . . . 
hurtful. Unless he rides himself he knows no better. If your vitality is low, and 
your heart action consequently weak, pay no attention to his injunction that it 
is dangerous for you to ride. There is really no danger if in such a case you will 
ride slowly, climb no hills, and in no way over-do, until time and exercise have 
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restored your vitality, strengthened your heart’s action, and made you, as it 
were, yourself again. (5) 
By discrediting in a broad sweep any doctors who cast doubts on women’s ability to 
ride the bicycle safely, Bell encourages women to defy and question claims about 
their bodies that posit them as weak or incapable of increasing their vitality. She 
privileges women’s experiential knowledge over the collective knowledge of the 
medical field—a move that empowers readers to explore their limits on the bicycle, 
and directs them to think of any previous ailments or difficulties they might have had 
not as intrinsic to themselves or their bodies, but as externally imposed. Riding will 
make the woman bicyclist “[her]self again.” And “If [they] are thin, weak, and 
weary,” they should “ride to restore [their] vitality, increase [their] appetite and 
[their] hours of sleep, and lengthen life.” Contrary to the claim that the body 
constitutes a limited economy, Bell suggests here that it constitutes an infinitely 
renewable one, in which the bicycle is an agent in the regeneration of energy.  
Similarly, Dr. Lucy Hall offers an alternate understanding of bicycling in her 
pamphlet, “Bicycling and Health for Women,” published by the Pope Manufacturing 
Company’s rival, the Overman Wheel Company. Though as a doctor herself she does 
not call physicians into question as vehemently as Hall does, she does emphasize the 
degree to which the body can be regenerated through exercise provided by the 
bicycle. Within her pamphlet, Hall lists a series of quotes from different popular 
publications, giving the impression of copia in conveying the enthusiasm of bicycle 
supporters. Many of the quotes she includes speak directly to bicycling’s physical 
benefits, as is the case in this exuberant exclamation from the pages of Harper’s 
Young People:  
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What quickened vitality, firm muscles and rosy health result from this 
pleasurable exercise! With what an appetite you eat your dinner, how soundly 
you sleep at night, and how exhilarated you feel in body and mind! (qtd. in 
Hall 16). 
Hall ‘s pamphlet suggests that the bicycle has regenerative effects on a miscellany of 
minor ailments and conditions; it does not sap riders’ energy permanently, but 
produces tiredness that is, paradoxically, evidence of good health. Similarly, Hall 
includes a quote from Sports Afield magazine that calls for “Consumptives, 
dyspeptics, [to] throw away your medicine and buy a wheel, and you will never regret 
the venture” (qtd. in Hall 17).  The wheel, in this utopian stance, is the cause of the 
solution rather than the potential cause of the problem—and because it is endorsed 
by New Women, it is aligned with the ‘new’ qualities that she represents.  
 Within popular discourse, these sorts of endorsements were not unique to the 
pamphlets generated by bicycle companies. Similar claims that “old fogey” doctors’ 
recommendations were inadequate, or that the bicycle would regenerate the body, 
also circulated on a much wider basis within popular magazines and newspapers. 
Scarcely any author could advocate women’s riding, in fact, without calling upon the 
power of the experience to regenerate the senses and strengthen the muscles, or 
lamenting the unhappiness to women caused by the grim and erroneous, medical 
prognoses of the past. Writing in Munsey’s Magazine, for instance, one author posits 
the bicycle as savior. In a reversal of Kenealy’s narrative, the bicycle rescues women 
from their ills by offering them renewed energy and zest for life, reporting that in the 
past century, 
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Each decade saw the growth of new morbid tendencies in its womankind, 
which went far toward proving the black prophesies of the croakers. It was the 
spinning silver wheels which at last whirled women into the open air, giving 
them strength, confidence, and a realization that to feel the pulse bounding 
with enjoyment is in itself a worthy end. (158) 
Here, bicycling women are not merely rescued from morbidity, they are “whirled into 
the open air” with “bounding” pulse. The bicycle is the agent of their transformation, 
and it acts by increasing women’s range of sensations and hence disproving “the 
black prophesies of the croakers,” who might be doctors or skeptics of women’s 
physical potential. At fault in this narrative is not women’s delicate constitution, but 
the “morbid tendencies” that are now proven to be cultural and temporal rather than 
inherent to women as a group. Just as Bell urges women to disprove “old fogy 
physicians” by experiencing the bicycle for themselves, this author dismisses 
“croakers” by offering the bicycle as evidence of women’s changed reality. Writing in 
Outing Magazine, G.S. Hull argued similarly that “the bicycle has done more for the 
good of the human race than all the medicines compounded since the days of 
Hippocrates” and declared that, as a result, “the doctor’s occupation is gone” (qtd. in 
Whorton 65). Here again, the bicycle is the agent of transformation, superior to both 
“medicines” and doctors in its promotion of good health. In contesting the long-held 
notion of the doctor as a moral and medical expert and advisor, these texts offer the 
bicycle not only as an agent of improved health for women, but also as a facilitator of 
women’s ability to call into question pessimistic evaluations of their health and 
physical abilities. 
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If magazines and bicycle enthusiasts were to convince readers of either sex to 
buy bicycles, they needed to overturn the long-held standard of the limited bodily 
economy, offering instead an infinitely renewable body capable of increasing its vital 
forces in its quest for physical health and perfection. The infinitely renewable bodily 
system, after all, was rewarded with good health for its commitment to exertion, and 
it was less bound to the need to find “balance” within the body because new energies 
could always replace what was squandered. Also, popular renderings of this infinitely 
renewable body often directly challenged the authority of physicians in dictating 
what women patients might or might not do. In addition, they tacitly challenged this 
authority by encouraging readers to look to embodied experience for evidence of 
their improved energy and capacities. 
This challenge to traditional medicine and medical authority was complicated 
when doctors themselves voiced their support of bicycling, as in the case of the 
pamphlet authored by Dr. Lucy Hall. Whereas Hall simply chose not to rely on the 
notion that the individual’s choice to ride the bicycle would eliminate her reliance on 
doctors, however, other physicians sought to reinstate their authority by aligning 
themselves with bicycle supporters even as they responded to assertions that the 
bicycle might render their profession useless. Such physicians argued with other 
authors that the body was improvable, renewable, and capable of positive 
assessment through visual observation, while at the same time maintaining the need 
for supervision by the “right” kind of doctor—he or she who had ridden the bicycle, 
and who was not a blindly pessimistic “croaker.” An article by Dr. Arthur Bird in 
Godey’s Magazine offers an example of this sort of doctorly advice about women’s 
bicycling. Although initially  Bird promises “a calm and dispassionate consideration 
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of arguments for and against [women’s bicycling]” (394) he quickly establishes his 
position in favor of the sport, paralleling the language and tone of other popular texts 
and noting that:  
The old idea that a woman should not engage in out-of-door sports has long 
been abandoned, and their beneficent effect upon her is daily seen in our 
young women and growing girls, whose step, erect carriage, and glowing 
colour are themselves unmistakable evidences of health. (394) 
Bird’s list of evidence of good health here reinforces the notion of the body that is 
renewable through activity. In order to simultaneously counter any claims that the 
medical profession retains its skepticism about women’s bicycling, also, he speaks in 
the past tense of “the old idea” that “has long been abandoned.” The implication is 
that the modern doctor has shed himself or herself of the medical claims of bicycling 
opponents. The stated purpose of his article, however, is to persuade readers that 
bicycle riding is acceptable for women – a purpose that would not be necessary if 
women’s participation in out-of-door sports was really a resolved issue. He echoes 
Bell in locating himself as a modern speaker who is consciously breaking away from 
the belief systems of the past, and yet by positioning himself in this way he reclaims 
the medical authority that Bell had called into question. And he reauthorizes his 
profession to reliable, expert status with regard to women’s bicycling—no longer the 
old-fashioned, meddling physicians who know nothing about bicycling, he advises 
not only that “Everyone before using a bicycle . . . should seek the advice of a 
physician and ascertain if there is any weakness which should forbid such exertion” 
(394). At the same time, he notes that the reader should “Be sure to consult a 
physician who knows how to ride a wheel himself” (395). Hence, Bird simultaneously 
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suggests that there are doctors who are appropriately knowledgeable about bicycling 
and marginalizes those who aren’t, on the basis of their lack of experiential 
knowledge.  
While both medical and popular texts played a large part in promoting the 
notion that the the bicycle could renew, rather than deplete, the body’s energies, the 
material technology itself also played a role in facilitating the spread of this notion.  
In its very design, it reinforced the claim that the bicycle—as a self-propelled, 
exertion-fueled means of forward transportation—would promote women’s 
autonomy. And in its use, women were both promoting and experiencing new 
notions about the body’s interactions with its environment. They were, to use Pierre 
Bourdieu’s terms, renegotiating their habitus—their “natural” orientation to the 
world—in such a way that new rhetorical and material possibilities now seemed 
available and articulable, through embodiment rather than only through text. 
Significantly, they were performing a new “reality” to be spun out and expressed in 
new language and through new claims. Stormer’s notion of the relationship between 
order and language, in which order precedes language, is instructive here, as it 
points to the degree to which women’s conditions of embodiment contribute to the 
development of new possibilities in language. Whereas Burke sees these possibilities 
as emanating from terms and impacted reality, what I suggest here is that the reverse 
also occurred, through women’s adopting of a new machine: the performance of 
everyday practices forced new terms, such as “vitality” instead of “balance, to take 
hold. The new terms and practices in turn led to different possibilities in discourse. 
The emphasis on women’s frailty or on a need for balanced systems that had 
characterized nineteenth-century medical debate gave way to an emphasis on 
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women’s potential to renew her own bodily systems. In this way, the bicycle itself 
facilitated the changes that were advanced, through language, in its promotion.  
As Charles Rosenberg has pointed out, “ways of looking at the body and its 
relationship to health and disease reflect [ ] economic and social shifts and the 
texture of personal experience” (268). I would argue that understandings of the body 
not only reflect a culture’s economic and cultural shifts, but also construct, 
complicate, and stabilize these shifts. Certainly, the shifts that were underway at the 
turn of the twentieth century--in particular the emergence of the bicycle within a 
new consumer-based economy focused on individual capacity for self-improvement 
through the attainment of goods—forwarded and were supported by a new bodily 
economy also bent on the individual’s capacity for self-improvement. And certainly, 
these shifts impacted the sort of symbolic and material object that the bicycle came 
to be, particularly in women’s hands: a therapeutic and preventative, as well as 
recreational, machine that in many ways wrested the right of the doctor to address 
the ‘Woman Question’ and placed it in the hands of the ‘New Woman’ herself. In the 
next section, I’ll look more closely at the ways that doctors like Bird shifted their 
rhetoric in response to threats to their authority, contributing in the process to the 
specific ways that the technology might be taken up by women. 
 
III. The Bicycle and the Mandate for Scientific Medicine 
 
Significantly, bicycle advertisers’ and enthusiasts’ claims that riders would no 
longer need to rely upon doctors and medicines were not derived entirely from 
utopian ideas about the bicycle. They also reflected and helped to promote a larger 
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shift underway within medical practice and research—one suggested by the 
increasing dissatisfaction that Americans were feeling with the “old fogy” physicians 
of the nineteenth century, of which the bicycle was only a part. Barbara Ehrenreich 
and Deirdre English refer to this shift as a movement toward “scientism” (76), a new 
and unprecedented reverence for the potential of science to improve people’s lives. 
Whereas throughout the nineteenth century, as I have mentioned, empirical study in 
medicine earned criticism for its association with the merely observable or the rote, 
by the 1880s and 1890s Americans were calling for practitioners committed to 
“artistic” perspectives to take up a more positivistic or “scientific” view in their work. 
Commentators like Bell articulated their frustrations with physicians’ broad-ranging 
prescriptions for medical and moral behavior, as well as their marginal success in 
treating illness. And as medical historian Lester S. King has noted, many doctors by 
shrugging off their old distrust of empiricism as evidence of poor training and 
shallow insights and embracing it instead as a badge of scientific rigor (231). In 1898, 
for instance, Dr. John Musser celebrated scientific medicine’s reliance on 
instruments that “deal only in truth” and “cannot lie” (qtd. in King 226). When 
Kenealy expressed her distrust of “calculable” judgments of the hypothetical Clara’s 
health, she was likely responding negatively to the increasing prevalence of empirical 
judgments in medical practice – and the growing evidence that the profession had 
turned away from its history as an art, in search of science. 
 Though certainly not all doctors considered themselves “scientific” and many 
only gestured toward the values that characterized scientific medicine in its early 
stages, doctors at the turn of the century were aware of the crisis to which their 
profession had come, and they sought rhetorically to represent themselves as 
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scientific in their thinking – a trend that, as I have suggested, influenced the 
arguments they made about the bicycle as well as the conclusions that they reached 
about its use. Their increasing attention to the question, “How should women ride 
the bicycle?” for instance, reflects not only their efforts to distance themselves from 
practitioners who did not support women’s bicycling, but also their efforts to 
distance themselves from the types of arguments on which these practitioners’ 
claims were based.  And in attempting to represent their arguments as scientific, 
they were moved towards demonstrating precision in language as evidence of 
doctorly expertise. 
Dr. J. West Roosevelt’s  Scribner’s article, “A Doctor’s View of Bicycling,” 
offers an example of this strategy underway within a publication intended for the 
general public. Like Bird, Roosevelt remains emphatic about the need for doctor 
regulation of women’s bicycling even as ultimately he promotes the activity, but 
unlike Bird, he strays far from the utopian proclamations of bicycle enthusiasts. He 
notes, for instance, that “cycling is harmful to some women all of the time; to all 
women some of the time; but not to all women all of the time” (711), but that “if she 
be careful to avoid strain, cycling is both beneficial and safe for any woman who is 
free from organic disease” (712). By offering a minimum description (“beneficial and 
safe”), his statement deemphasizes, but does not deny, the positive effects of 
bicycling for women; at the same time, it also precisely conveys the need for doctor 
monitoring without also conveying the sense of unknown dangers that, for instance, 
Kenealy offers. Rather, Roosevelt attempts to articulate very clearly his stance and 
his recommendations—not leaving authority with Nature, as Kenealy did, but placing 
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it in human expertise like his own. His prescriptions continue in his description of 
what types of riding women ought to avoid: 
There is no reason to think that a healthy woman can be injured by using the 
wheel, provided she does not over-exert herself by riding too long a time, or 
too fast, or up too steep hills; and provided she does not ride when common 
sense and physiology alike forbid any needless exertion; and provided also 
she does not get the bad habit of stooping over the handlebar. (712)   
Roosevelt here establishes himself as a careful physician who can both acknowledge 
the potential benefits of bicycling to women and attend to specific dangers. His 
prescription shifts the reader away from the sense that she can experiment freely 
with the wheel in order to identify her own limits, toward a sense of definite 
behaviors that are dangerous for all women. Significantly, also, Roosevelt’s article 
moves further from the bodily economy, whether infinitely renewable or limited in 
its workings.  He speaks of “certain anatomical and physiological peculiarities” in 
women’s bodies that make physical activity “far more dangerous” (712) for them. In 
so saying, Roosevelt attends to individual body parts rather than systems in asserting 
his authority over bicycling, and he asserts his professionalism as precise in its 
attention to women riders’ physical attributes. The woman bicyclist, in his figuring, 
may ride to benefit her health, but she must do so in very specific ways in order to 
avoid injury. By permitting the activity but emphasizing its dangers, Roosevelt 
succeeds not only in identifying with his audience, but in shifting the argument 
about women’s bodies in a direction in which doctors’ authority is required once 
again, and in which new epistemological assumptions about medicine and bodies 
provide the basis for evidence and argument. 
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 Other doctors, particularly those writing in professional journals, went farther 
that Roosevelt in offering a new basis for doctors’ authority. Specifically, these 
practitioners redirected their attention to specialized body parts—a move that was 
enabled by their acceptance of the claim that the bodily system’s energies were 
renewable and thus not as much in need of constant monitoring, and that allowed 
them to demonstrate their expert commitment to precision and empiricism. As 
Susan Wells notes, the body became in the late nineteenth century “a collection of 
palpable and evident parts, subject to diseases that are immediately given to the 
senses” (86). Within this context, many “conditions” emerged from the specialized 
medical scrutiny of bicyclists, and helped to justify doctors’ continued authority over 
those who participated in this new activity. “Bicyclists’ heart,” for instance, was a 
term that referred to the enlargement of the heart caused by exertion from riding; 
this condition was serious enough in nature that it resulted in Dr. S.C. Scranton’s 
decision to refuse to permit habitual “scorchers” or fast riders from entering into 
military service (“No Scorchers Mustered In,” NYT July 1, 1898 p. 3). As Scranton 
argued, “the persistent scorching, or fast riding, has a tendency to enlarge the heart 
and thus interfere with its proper action.”  “Kyphosis Bicyclistarum,” also known as 
“bicycle hump,” meanwhile, was a spinal deformity resulting from excessive stooping 
over the handlebars. A British doctor lamented that “dorsal curvature posteriorally 
which used to be uncommon in boys under fourteen was more frequently met with 
than in previous years” (qtd. in Smith 68). Lesser conditions, ranging from bicycle 
hands to bicycle eye to bicycle gums, raised varying amounts of alarm and resulted in 
preventative measures such as advising riders to chew gum while riding and to avoid 
looking at objects they feared hitting (Whorton 73). Perhaps the most alarming 
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condition was that of “bicycle face” – or “the peculiar strained, set look” produced by 
the “incessant tension” of maintaining balance (qtd. in Whorton 73). This condition 
resulted from the “wide and widely expectant expression of [riders’] eyes” as they 
surveyed the landscape from their bicycles, eventually leading to what one doctor 
described as “a general focusing of all the features toward the center, a sort of 
physiognomic implosion” that “once fixed upon the countenance can never be 
removed” (qtd. in Smith 70; Minneapolis Tribune, July 20, 1895). Certainly, the 
level of attention with which doctors approached the effects of bicycling on patients’ 
individual body parts may appear excessive in retrospect, but for their 
contemporaries it signaled their precision as modern medical authorities, and it 
validated their reservations about the new activity in a way that arguments about 
depleted energies within bodily systems did not.  
Significant to doctors’ new claims about individual body parts was that patient 
symptoms became generalizable, or isolatable from individual context. The body 
became a standardized entity, knowable for the practitioner whose research could be 
substantiated by well-established repetitions and trends, rather than by detailed 
individual case studies. Doctors were now asking: how could direct observations of 
women bicyclists be proven scientifically? How could they be validated not through 
treatment of the individual patient, but through systematic research conducted on 
many patients?  
Within professional medical journals, authors’ anecdotal evidence about 
bicycling was now enriched by quantities and polls that created a sense of copia and 
signaled to readers the scientific methodology of the author.  In “The Bicycle For 
Women,” which appeared in the American Journal for Obstetrics and Diseases of 
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Women and Children, for instance, Dr. James Prendergast offers the following 
explanation for his methods: 
Fearing that my enthusiasm for the bicycle and love of out-of-door exercise 
and sports might have biased my judgment . . . I sent out letters to twenty five 
physicians, ten of whom were women, and the majority gynecologists. (248) 
In an effort to expand the basis for his observations to meet with scientific criteria, 
Prendergast asks each doctor three questions about his or her patients’ experiences 
with the bicycle. He is concerned, unlike Kenealy, to justify his conclusions as 
existing outside his own “enthusiasm” for bicycling, and he does so by expanding the 
basis for these conclusions. His methods indicate his effort to validate his claims 
based on the appearance of their universality.  
 Similarly, Dr. Robert Dickinson emphasizes both his focus on specific body 
parts and the broad basis for his claims in “Bicycling for Women from the 
Standpoint of the Gynecologist.” Featuring labeled diagrams of women’s anatomy, 
he offers specific explanations of the new activity’s effects on the pelvis, attending to 
labels for both the processes and the parts that he describes: 
[T]he pelvis will undoubtedly be subjected to a much increased rapidity of 
circulation; the pelvic vessels with their muscular coats, the pelvic muscles 
which are taking part in the general tension, the whole of the pelvic floor and 
the organs above it, all will receive a well-defined stimulus, and by degrees a 
permanently increased tone. (30) 
Dickinson, like Bird and Hall, advocates bicycling for women as beneficial, but he 
asserts his authority on the topic by demonstrating his specialized knowledge. 
Whereas these other practitioners, speaking to a general audience and using the 
  
206 
 
metaphor of the bodily system, offer evidence that the rider herself can observe 
(improved complexion and sleep, for example), Dickinson offers an explanation that 
is less accessible to the layperson. In addition, he offers brief, nominalized 
descriptions of eight patients he has observed. For example, he notes the case of   
a nullipara with an old retroversion, which is comfortably held in normal 
position by a pessary; does not regain sufficient tonicity to the supports to do 
without the ring. Riding is giving what previous months of activity did not, 
and during her rides the hard-rubber Smith pessary never makes its presence 
known. (36) 
In contrast to Clara of Kenealy’s article, this unnamed patient is reduced to her 
conditions: a “nullipara” with a “retroversion,” whose organs are held in place by a 
pessary, or ring. 24  Dickinson seeks to limit his narrative to only the most relevant 
information, and he does so both through nominalizations (“tonicity”) and sentence 
fragments. This style indicates his expertise and his commitment to conveying only 
what he sees as relevant, empirical information, and it works to persuade the reader 
that the female bicyclist remains in need of doctor’s scrutiny, and that the bicycle is a 
technology not for promoting independence, but for providing therapy for specific 
and serious feminine ailments—after all, this patient’s retroverted uterus does not 
stay in place without the support of a ring, even though the bicycle “is giving what 
previous months of activity did not.” 
In short, then, these medical texts both responded to and distinguished 
themselves from popular texts in important ways. Certainly, they shared with 
popular texts an endorsement of the bicycle, and a devaluing of the practices and 
arguments of doctors of the past. Whereas popular magazines were focusing their 
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attention generally on the vital energies that the bicycle might consume or generate 
anew, however, in this context doctors attended instead to the ways that bicycle 
riding might affect individual body parts. This shift necessitated not just different, 
but also more knowledge about more women’s bodies – doctors claimed the need to 
familiarize themselves closely with specific anatomy and to systematically compare 
their judgments about individual women with their knowledge of whole populations 
of women. Instead of simply involving themselves in the curing of individuals, 
doctors now performed their cures in the service of larger ends – the elimination of 
future disease and injury through scientific research. As Dr. E.B. Turner put it 
in1896 in the British Medical Journal,  
The introduction of a new and fascinating exercise, and one which has likely 
been in many cases adopted by those who have not been accustomed to 
physical exertion from their youth upwards, must have a marked effect on the 
health of those who indulge in it, and it therefore behooves the guardians of 
the public health to study its effects . . . [and] to regulate its use . . . “ (562) 
Similar to Bird, Turner’s comment offers a mandate for doctors to regulate bicycle 
riding: in addition, he urges doctors to “study its effects” in order to substantiate 
their claims and prescriptions. As Dickinson’s comments suggest, this task requires 
detailed study of and discourse about women’s bodies, even constituting what 
Foucault calls “biopower,” a series of techniques or strategies that do the work of, as 
he puts it, “achieving the subjugation of bodies and the control of populations” 
(History 140). By generating the sort of knowledge that they did about women’s 
bodies, doctors like Dickinson brought information “into the realm of explicit 
calculations” made by experts, endorsing a greater scrutiny of women riders’ bodies 
  
208 
 
intended to authorize greater regulation over their riding practices. This greater 
scrutiny, Foucault suggests, is exerted through “knowledge-pleasure” – the pleasure 
in knowing, in generating and organizing information about individuals and groups 
to increase its accessibility to those possessing expert status.  
 To be sure, doctors’ attention to specific body parts--and the prescriptions for 
appropriate postures, exertion levels, and facial expressions that resulted from this 
attention—emerged from the biopower that was both product and prerequisite of the 
development of scientific medicine. However, their “knowledge-pleasure” in 
attending to body parts was nowhere more evident than it was in their discussions of 
the bicycle saddle and its impact on women’s genitals and reproductive organs.  
Although doctors sought to eliminate from their language their profession’s 
traditional concern for morality within the bodily system, their specific interest in 
this subject betrayed their inability to purge their practice entirely of cultural mores. 
For women to sit in a straddled position and to maintain direct contact with an 
object placed between their legs was, after all, questionable activity during an era in 
which a flash of a woman’s ankle was considered potentially indecent. As Ellen 
Gruber Garvey has noted, nineteenth-century attitudes about women’s physical 
positioning were so rigid that little girls were told not to straddle a see-saw or a 
rocking horse while at play (70). As scientific conceptions of medicine took hold, 
these attitudes were medicalized as American doctors directed their scrutiny to 
specific anatomy involved in the act of bicycling: the uterus, the genitals, the 
reproductive organs.  
Not all of the conversation reflected apprehensions about women’s bicycling. 
One ailment that doctors asserted could be cured by bicycling was the prolapsed 
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uterus, or “falling of the womb,” sometimes down the vagina until it projected out of 
the body. Most doctors attributed the problem (probably correctly) to frequent 
childbirth and the popularity of the tight-laced corset among middle and upper class 
women. Although as one doctor reported, “In some cases, it absolutely protrudes 
entirely without the parts” (qtd. in Haller and Haller 171), the prolapsed uterus could 
take many forms and degrees of severity. Scientific-leaning doctors like Dickinson 
spoke of “retroflexion” and “anteflexion” to refer to the position of the uterus within 
a woman’s body, and they prescribed numerous exercises to treat the problem. 
Because the bicycle required muscular exertion that strengthened women’s “pelvic 
floor,” doctors recommended light, non-strenuous riding as cure and preventative 
for uterine displacement. Overall, the conversation about bicycling’s benefits to 
uterine displacements promoted bicycling as a therapeutic, rather than recreational, 
technology—one to be used only in moderation, and with the aid of the doctors’ 
expertise. 
Of equal concern for doctors was the effect of the saddle on the riders’ 
genitals. In their arguments about bicycling, they maintained that incorrect riding 
was dangerous because it could endanger riders’ physically and damage them 
sexually—a claim that was essential for the maintenance of their own authority on 
the matter. Writing in the Medical Record, for instance, Dr. Theresa Bannon noted 
that the saddle could cause a woman to “offend her physical nature,” if it “presses 
upon the soft tissues which form the pelvic floor” and subjects them “to a pressure 
the evil results of which cannot yet be estimated” (142). Similarly, Dr. Prendergast 
complained that “The real danger [in women’s riding] lies in using badly constructed 
and ill-fitting saddles” (249), which he indicated were “wholly unsuited for women” 
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because they left them “in danger of bruising the vulva in crossing car tracks and in 
going over rough spots in the road” (250). While Prendergast’s concern, like 
Bannon’s, demonstrates a commitment to scientific medicine in its isolation of 
specific body parts for medical supervision, both articles also betray a mingling of 
the medical and the moral in their less precise speculation about the medical 
consequences of the saddle’s contact with women’s body.  
This hesitance to tell, combined with an urge to know, is similarly reflected in 
doctors’ assertions that the bicycle saddle’s contact with female genitals could induce 
illicit sexual pleasures that, for reasons left unexplored, were dangerous to a 
woman’s health.   As Prendergast explained, the poorly constructed saddle “throws 
the rider’s weight forward, not only bringing pressure on the perineum, but also 
giving rise at times to friction and the heating of parts where it is very undesirable 
and may lead to dangerous practices” (250). Prendergast’s articulation of specific 
anatomical effects observable through the visual and tactile senses indicates his 
effort to demonstrate his commitment to science, even as he leaves the issue of 
masturbation ambiguously “dangerous”—not naming it explicitly even as he writes to 
an audience of professional doctors.  Speaking only slightly more directly, Dr. Robert 
L. Dickinson notes the following case: 
an overwrought, pallid, somewhat emaciated girl of 15, whose saddle was 
arranged so that the front pommel rode upward at an angle of about 35 
degrees, who stooped forward noticeably when riding, and whose actions, 
during the time when he had good opportunity to observe her, strongly 
suggested to him the indulgence we are considering. (33)  
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While Dickinson’s description appears to be based, as Kenealy’s tale of Clara is, on a 
single case, he does not offer a name for his subject and thus reduces her to a 
medical object. He offers precise descriptions: the girl is not only “pallid” and 
“emaciated,” but she can be identified visually by her stooped physical positioning 
and the angle of her saddle. Furthermore, Dickinson moves from the specific to the 
universal as he elaborates on the phenomenon he has observed: 
The saddle can be tilted in every bicycle as desired, and the springs of the 
saddle can be so adjusted as to stiffen or relax the leather triangle. In this way 
a girl . . . could, by carrying the front peak or pommel high, or by relaxing the 
stretched leather in order to let it form a deep, hammock-like concavity which 
would fit itself snugly over the entire vulva and reach up in front, bring about 
constant friction over the clitoris and labia. This pressure would be much 
increased by stooping forward, and the warmth generated from vigorous 
exercise might further increase the feeling.  
Here, Dickinson’s scientific terminology authorizes him to use the language of 
titillation as he speculates on the means by which women’s mis-use of the bicycle 
could facilitate masturbation. He elaborates further on the means by which a “girl” 
might arrange her situation to her sexual benefit, not only stooping forward onto a 
tilted saddle, but adjusting the saddle springs and exercising vigorously. He does not 
elaborate on the specific physical effects of this strategy, but assumes that they are 
detrimental. Likewise, he prescribes the “appropriate” way a woman can ride so as to 
avoid temptation: 
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But if the rider sits upright and has her saddle moderately taut and fairly 
level, the weight rests upon the buttocks and but trifling pressure is brought 
anywhere upon the vulva as the legs swing well apart. (33- 34). 
Dickinson’s discussion moves from a case study to a generalization to a prescription, 
and his arguments have important implications for both doctors and riders 
themselves. First, his description of the “bad” female bicycle rider preserves the 
Victorian connection between bicycling and impropriety, even as it does so under a 
more scientific medical rubric. It offers doctors and bicyclists alike a way to identify 
immorality among women bicyclists and thus to police their actions. “Bad” bicycling 
habits are not only described, but embodied in a single “bad rider” identity, so that 
the habit of stooping over the handlebars bridges more easily to the label of 
“immoral woman,” or—as she was called in bicycle parlance, the “scorcher.” And 
finally, it provides a specific, medically sanctioned description of safe, appropriate 
feminine riding and the “good rider” characteristics: riding that is less vigorous, that 
mandates erect posture, and that requires riders to shift their weight backwards 
rather than forward. These are all prescriptions which ensure that the bicycle 
remains attractive for light recreation and leisurely transportation, but not the long 
distances, speed, or the competitive sport with which men’s riding was associated.  
 In short, then, the development of scientific attitudes within medicine 
facilitated the bicycle’s popularity among women, even as it was itself reinforced by 
the medical discourse that the new technology generated. Whereas popular 
discussions about women’s bicycling were generally utopian in their leanings, 
medical conversations were less so, serving instead to reestablish the doctor’s 
essential role in prescribing riding and in describing its effects. Within the texts that 
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doctors circulated amongst themselves on the topic of women’s bicycling, the safety 
of the activity represented a complex problem to be solved through careful, precise 
empirical investigation, rather than—in the hands of doctors aligning themselves 
with more “artistic” approaches—a moral or evolutionary issue about which doctors 
could only speculate broadly. This new emphasis on precision, and on observable 
and replicable detail, served as a ground for doctors to exert biopower in order to 
find out and categorize the information that they gained from their interactions with 
female patients, and in order to regulate what riding ought to look like amongst 
these patients. 
 
V. Technological Tuning 
 As one might expect, doctors’ efforts to regulate women’s bicycling exerted a 
significant impact on bicycle design. Once medical practitioners regained their 
authority by aligning themselves with modern scientific inquiry, designers and riders 
began to listen when they voiced their concerns about women’s participation in the 
new activity.  
As a result, the design of the women’s bicycle came to reflect its gendering not only 
in its drop frame and dress guard that accommodated women’s skirts, but also in its 
saddle design and in the height of its handle bars. As one writer in Godey’s Magazine 
reported in introducing saddle designs that would save women from “horrible 
possibilities”: 
To appease the medical fraternity and consult the comfort and speed of the 
zealous rider, has been the most earnest effort of the inventors; and if 
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testimonials from distinguished practitioners are any proof, several of these 
new saddles seem to have found success. (372) 
This author offers a direct link among doctors, designers, and users, identifying an 
example of Pickering’s concept of technological tuning in action. The inadequacy of 
the old saddle here has led to medical discourse like that offered by Dickinson, and 
in turn has generated material changes in design. Because saddle design has 
emerged as a major design problem, material innovation has increased, leading to 
additional speculation and, eventually, more innovation in the “dance” of agency to 
which Pickering refers. In this section, I want to demonstrate the link between the 
medical discourses I have already described, both as they relate to posture and, more 
specifically, to saddle designs like the ones on which the Godey’s author reports.  
 Doctor prescriptions for women’s appropriate posture like the one by Dr. 
Roosevelt became increasingly prescriptive as the new activity gained in popularity 
and as the “scorcher” established herself as a potential sexual deviant identifiable by 
her forward-leaning position on the wheel. In the Boston Medical and Surgical 
Journal, for example, Dr. Charles Townsend noted that: 
Another evil . . . is the stooping posture with bent back and head thrust out 
awkwardly like a tortoise. This is the position of the racer on the race-course. 
For ordinary riding it is entirely unnecessary, and very harmful, contracting 
the chest and bowing the back, besides preventing the rider from enjoying the 
scenery. (594) 
Townsend points to specific physical ailments that scorching causes and does not 
allude explicitly to sexual excitement as a source of potential harm. Nonetheless, he 
does make some definite assumptions about what “feminine” riding ought to entail; 
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his argument that the stooping position prevents the rider from enjoying the scenery 
suggests his assumptions about appropriate feminine riding. Unlike masculine 
riding, which may involve “the position of the racer,” feminine riding should be 
“ordinary” and leisurely. Nonetheless, like Dickinson in offering solutions in saddle 
positioning for the possibility of female masturbation, Townsend provides an easy 
solution to the problem: “by raising or lowering the handle bars or seat, both of 
which are adjustable,” he argues, “any road bicycle may so be arranged that the rider 
is compelled to sit erect” (594). Here, the bicycle has agency, as the rider is 
“compelled” to assume proper posture, which will in turn determine her speed and 
intensity. Similarly, Dr. Francis Nash maintained in 1896 that a woman should not 
“assume the position of a scorcher” (558). Like Townsend, she sees a solution in the 
bicycle itself: “The handles of the bicycle should be sufficiently high to be easily 
grasped so as to obviate the necessity of stooping . . . . the body should be erect, the 
chin slightly back” (559). Taken together, these prescriptions for proper positioning 
on the bicycle regulate and normalize women’s use of the technology, contributing to 
its tuning within the cultural moment in which they are writing. So, too, do they have 
definite material effects, as the very bicycle itself can be adjusted so as to “compel” 
riders to sit on it as desired. Significantly, also, this adjustable option was 
materialized in bicycle design as well; bicycle manufacturers crafted women’s 
bicycles to feature not only their characteristic drop frame, but also high, wide 
handlebars sitting far above the level of the seat. In this way, women’s behavior on 
the machine was “scripted,” in the sense that Nelly Oodshorn offers. That is, the 
technology offered a material “script” to which users were obliged to conform, and 
which—in this case—includes a gendered component.  
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 As the Godey’s article suggests, some doctors went beyond bemoaning the 
problems generated by the “poorly constructed or ill-fitting saddle”(Prendergast 
249) to offer recommendations as to the sorts of saddles that could prevent 
discomfort or illicit sexual excitement. In his Boston Medical and Surgical Journal 
article, “Bicycle Saddles for Women,” for example, Dr. James Chadwick noted that 
“A woman’s pelvis is broader than a man’s, and the tuberosities of the ischia are 
further apart in woman than in man, consequently the width of the rear portion of 
the seat needs to be greater.” Chadwick sees this problem as “easily corrected” in 
comparison to the “delicate adjustment” of the saddle’s forward tilt. Like 
Prendergast and Dickinson, Chadwick is concerned that “the anterior projection of 
the saddle . . . [does] not strike against the vulva,” but he also recognizes that a 
forward tilt that is too extreme could yield the very problem he seeks to correct: “for 
if the saddle is tilted too far the slope of the seat causes the rider to slide forward so 
as to rest almost entirely upon the anterior projection, and so defeat the object of the 
tilting” (595). Chadwick presents this as a dilemma that “can only be determined by 
experiment” and that ”should be [solved]  before women are generally allowed to 
ride the bicycle” (596). Despite this strong admonition, interestingly, Chadwick 
closes by expressing his support for women’s participation in the new activity, and 
assures his reader that his “only purpose in bringing it up for discussion” is to  
“stimulate the inventive minds of its advocates to devise a saddle which shall not 
inflict local injury or discomfort upon women riders” (596). Hence, he distances 
himself from medical detractors of women’s riding, while still establishing it as an 
unsafe activity in need of continued study and regulation. In addition, in discussing 
at length the nature of the saddle, he shifts doctor’s concerns about women’s illicit 
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sexual feeling and genital discomfort to the stage of invention, isolating saddle 
design as a “problem” demanding inventors’ attention.  
 Women doctors, too, weighed in on the issue of the women’s saddle, using 
their expertise as bicycle riders to inform their contributions to the discussion. Dr. 
Frances Oakley, for instance, questioned the legitimacy of the saddle debate 
altogether in an 1896 Harper’s Bazaar article, arguing that “the subject threatens to 
become too confused for the good of cycling unless the teaching of practical 
experience are permitted to outweigh the irresponsible clamor of discussion” (29). 
Oakley credits herself as having brought the first women’s bicycle to New York State 
in 1888, and notes that she could not ever recall experiencing “even temporary 
discomfort from any saddle until 1895,” when “suddenly, the slight difference 
between the male and female pelvis in certain anatomical measurements was 
magnified into a vague and portentous mystery” (11). Oakley suggests here the 
complicity of the medical establishment in creating an unnecessary controversy over 
saddles, even going so far as to note specifically that it is “men” who have “scolded 
the saddle severely” (29). Oakley’s perspective as a doctor and a rider allows her to 
position herself as an authority superior to the male physician, and she offers an 
alternative narrative that allows women to disregard doctor advice.  
 In contrast, other women doctors engaged with the saddle controversy, taking 
sides on the type of saddle most appropriate for the woman rider. Unlike Oakley, 
these doctors accepted the claim that the bicycle saddle was a central design problem 
for women riders. For example, Dr. Mary Gordon and Dr. Sarah Gray debated the 
issue in the British Medical Journal, representing it as one of great importance and 
centering their disagreement over the same design issues as those identified by 
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Chadwick. Writing in response to a young woman’s request for expert advice about 
selecting a saddle, Gordon wrote:  
All women’s saddles are made too wide and often too soft; they “spread” the 
rider uncomfortably. Having inadequate peaks, they do not keep the rider 
easily on the saddle, and she is forced to grip and squeeze the saddle at the 
side just where it is already stretching her uncomfortably. A number of the 
wrong muscles are thus brought unnecessarily into use. To obtain ease she 
slips forward and tries to ride on the peak. She is probably advised to turn the 
peak level or downwards, with the result that she slips on it more and more . . 
. I find hard saddles without springs, and keeping the rider rigid with the 
machine, are the most comfortable to women who will really try them.  
In Gordon’s view, the upward turned saddle is evidence of a woman’s effort to 
compensate for her saddle’s lacking peak, rather than of masturbation, as Dickinson 
suspects.  She offers a diagram to demonstrate her notions of “spread” and to 
demonstrate that her arguments are grounded in scientific principles. (Figure 5.1) 
 
Figure 5.1. Dr. Mary Gordon’s diagram. British Medical Journal 1904.  
Nonetheless, her pointed reference to the worth of hard saddles as the most 
comfortable to “women who will really try them” suggests her awareness that trying 
such a saddle requires a willingness to ignore or defy conventional wisdom about 
women’s purposes for doing so.  
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In response to Gordon’s recommendations, Dr. Sarah Gray expresses alarm: 
Dr. Mary  Gordon’s theory of riding seems to me so mistaken, and would have 
been to me so dangerous, that I am constrained to ask you to allow me to state 
the theory to which my practice of the bicycle has led me . . . the short saddle 
has often saved me from serious accident, because it has been possible to slip 
off instantaneously, when a long peak on which one might have been impaled 
would have been deadly. My theory is that one rides a bicycle with one’s feet, 
and that one only rides with perfect ease when the saddle is a mere fulcrum . . 
. The Christy [saddle] should be tilted, so that even when the weight is on the 
springs the saddle slopes from behind forward. The peak is entirely useless. 
Here Gray has removed sexual degeneracy entirely from the discussion of bicycle 
saddles, and has instead situated her argument around the issue of safety: the short 
peaked saddle allows for easy dismounting in dangerous situations, whereas the long 
peak threatens to impale the rider and can even become “deadly.” Likewise, perhaps 
in an effort to encourage women who are dissuaded from riding by issues of 
propriety involving the saddle, Gray minimizes the issue in her theory of riding, in 
which “one rides a bicycle with one’s feet” and the saddle becomes “a mere fulcrum,” 
while the saddle peak is “entirely useless.”  
 Despite their lack of consensus on the issue, the degree of discussion about 
the saddle among doctors yielded, as the Godey’s commentary suggests, significant 
response from bicycle manufacturers and designers. Saddle designs for women 
reflected both doctors’ urgings for increased width and their concerns about contact 
between the female genitals and the hard surface. Many designers responded to this 
latter issue by offering saddles with holes cut into their surface—similar to some 
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men’s saddles of today. Other saddles were entirely split into two compartments for 
the legs, or contained only a very short peak in the front. (Figure 5.2). Often 
advertisers, such as one for a Sager saddle, acknowledged explicitly this design 
problem that doctors had assigned to women’s riding; the Sager saddle ad (Figure 
5.3) notes that the product “holds the rider like a chair, the entire weight being 
apportioned to the bones of the pelvis, which alone touches the saddle” (Godey’s 
April 1895). These design considerations, reflected in advertisement, suggest that the 
public, as well as the medical establishment, expressed concern over the issue, 
designating it as a primary design problem. In addition, the material results that this 
concern yielded in the form of saddle designs for women participate in some of the 
same gender scripting as the handlebar adjustments, facilitating riders’ adherence to 
erect posture  and leisurely riding by encouraging them to sit back on the bicycle and 
use it for leisurely riding alone.  
 
 
Figure 5.2 Sager saddle advertisement. Godey’s Magazine. April 1895. 
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Figure 5.3. Majestic Bicycle advertisement. Godey’s Magazine. April 1895. 
 
 In short, doctors’ claims of authority over bicycle riding, as well as their 
increasing commitment to demonstrating scientific rigor in their evaluations of 
women’s bodies, allowed them to claim authority over bicycle designs as well. They 
succeeded in persuading bicycle manufacturers and women riders alike of the 
significance of the design problems that they identified.  In doing so, their discourse 
became materially inscribed on the bicycle itself,  so that the technological object 
performed much of the same work as the prescriptions they offered women riders: it 
“scripted” their behavior, influencing the way that the rode and maintaining some 
distinction between feminine and masculine bicycling practices. The erect, leisurely 
posture of the woman rider, then, came to proliferate through the material efforts of 
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actants, such as the saddle and bicycle handle bars, and the rhetorical efforts of 
actors, such as doctors and commentators.  
 
Conclusions 
 Central to the bicycle’s emergence as a technology for women was the claim 
that riding would benefit their health. This claim, however, seemed initially 
unpalatable to many nineteenth-century doctors and laypeople alike, as it violated 
central assumptions about women’s bodies: namely, that they contained limited 
energies that doctors needed to keep in balance, and that within them lie not only the 
potentiality of their individual reproductive success, but also that of “the race” itself, 
in avoiding devolution. Such assertions maintained their persuasiveness, however, 
only so long as the terms on which they were based remained in circulation. 
“Balance,” “system,” and “Woman Question,” for example, all ensured that 
nineteenth-century Americans viewed women’s bodies as in need of a certain type of 
scrutiny. In addition, these terms helped to generate arguments like those brought 
forth by Dr. Arabella Kenealy against women’s participation in the new activity of 
bicycling. 
At the same time as the bicycle was emerging, however, the medical 
establishment was under attack for its failure to demonstrate its scientific rigor. 
Taking advantage of this loss of confidence in doctors, bicycle advertisers and riders 
offered the bicycle as a utopian means for women riders both to prevent illnesses and 
to cure existing conditions. So optimistic were these bicycle enthusiasts, that they 
often went so far as to suggest that the bicycle would obviate doctors and medicines 
altogether. And within the terms they selected to describe the results they felt women 
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would gain from bicycling, they offered what Kenneth Burke might describe as a 
“spinning out” of new possibilities. In response to those who worried that the bicycle 
would drain energies from the bodily economy, they suggested that the economy was 
renewable, through exercise, and that it would enhance women’s lives and contribute 
to their successful reproduction.  
Scientific-leaning doctors, at the same time, seized hold of the bicycle as a 
means by which to distinguish themselves as modern scientific practitioners, and to 
clarify their claims as grounded in rigorous intellectual inquiry rather than old-
fashioned assumptions inflected with morality. These doctors also complicated 
popular utopian understandings of the new technology, arguing that their 
professional expertise was required after all. By isolating body parts from the bodily 
systems and by subjecting these parts to close scrutiny, they developed new 
assertions about the potential benefits and harms of women’s bicycling. Because 
their assertions were grounded in scientific language, they succeeded in reasserting 
their authority over the activity, as well as in influencing bicycle design and use 
among women. And finally, the resultant bicycle designs, influencing user behaviors 
en masse, stabilized the ways that women were likely to ride the bicycle. Because of 
the seat and handlebar innovations that doctors recommended, that is, they 
remained as riders leisurely, rather than competitive—sitting up straight and leaning 
backwards rather than forward.  
Medical discourse about the bicycle, then, facilitated at every step the process 
by which the new technology became “tuned” to women riders. This discourse 
became materialized in the bicycle itself, just as a certain gender order became 
materialized in women’s bodies as they rode the modified machine. In this process, 
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however, the bicycle also transformed medical discourse. As a material object 
coming into use among a population about whom nineteenth-century Americans 
were habitually worried, it created exigencies for both bicycle enthusiasts and for 
medical practitioners to formulate new arguments about women’s bodies and to 
situate themselves in new ways with respect to medicine and morality. Finally, the 
medical claims that resulted from this “mangle of practice,” to use Pickering’s term, 
transformed the gender order in important ways that were only partially 
compromised by the design modifications to women’s bicycles. Although women 
were “compelled” to sit erect in their seats, they were also freed to travel 
independently from men or to accompany them on what would otherwise have been 
masculine treks, to witness the therapeutic effects of the technology on their bodies, 
and to conceive of themselves as possessing greater vitality than ever before.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 
24 A nullipara is a woman who has never given birth, and a “retroversion” refers to 
the tipping backward of one of this woman’s organs, probably her uterus.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Conclusions 
 
To return, finally, to Susan B. Anthony’s initial insight: that the bicycle “has 
done more for the emancipation of women than anything else in the world” (Bly 9).  
As I began this project, I asked: what did Anthony mean by this statement, 
specifically? What prompted her to make such a claim about a recreational 
technology, and to what ends? In brief response to these questions, I found that the 
bicycle did indeed “do” a lot for women. As a material object, it permitted them 
greater mobility, offered them a means of exercise that helped them to rearticulate 
what was “natural” and “unnatural” about their bodies, and required them to wear 
less restrictive clothing.  As a rhetorical object, it helped them to invent and 
substantiate new claims: namely, that gender relations were healthiest when women 
and men shared interests in common, that dress reform was not a wholly radical or 
marginal activity, that women’s bodies benefited from physical exertion, and that 
their spirits craved adventure just as men’s did. During a time when talk about 
women’s place in society—as well as talk about their dress, demeanor, and bodily 
health--were a significant point of discussion among Americans, the new technology 
of the bicycle managed to touch all of these discourses and others, and to exert a 
profound effect upon all in the process. In this sense, Anthony’s statement seems 
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convincing: late nineteenth-century American women’s lives were fundamentally 
changed by their interactions with the new technology of the bicycle.  
On the other hand, the bicycle did not unproblematically transform women 
riders’ lives for the better. In aligning itself so closely with the popular magazine and 
with mass consumer culture, it promoted the idea that women could attain 
fulfillment through consumption, and that they bore personal responsibility for their 
ability to negotiate the challenges they encountered in life.  In bringing reformed 
dress to a wider audience and associating it with a recreational activity, it 
marginalized and depoliticized long-standing dress reform efforts. And in providing 
a forum for new ways to talk about women’s bodies, it increased medical surveillance 
of those bodies and licensed doctors’ prescriptive authority anew. All of these effects 
still resonate in our culture today, as women struggle to discern between what 
empowers and what merely disciplines them and as they attempt to carve out 
appropriate political niches within a culture of mass consumerism.   
Throughout this project, I have worked to move beyond easy 
utopian/dystopian dichotomies in order to account more fully for the complexities 
that resulted from the bicycle’s emergence. By performing the sort of locally-
situated, “techno-feminist” materialist analysis of gender-technology relations that 
Judy Wajcman advocates, and by using insights from rhetorical studies to inform 
that analysis, I have sought to contribute to at least three conversations: scholars 
working in Science and Technology Studies (STS), rhetorical theorists interested in 
issues of materiality, and feminist scholars performing recovery work in the history 
of rhetoric and composition. In this brief chapter, I offer a few final conclusions that 
  
228 
 
both summarize the contributions this project makes to each of these conversations, 
and point toward opportunities for future research along the same lines.  
 
Conclusion #1: This bicycle case study blurs binaries. 
The material and rhetorical development of the safety bicycle occurred in 
many locations and through the efforts of many different actors. Popular magazine 
editors and writers, for instance, ensured that a large number of Americans would 
learn about the new technology and associate it with a certain set of values and 
activities. Through their embodied activities, riders ensured that both their new 
activity and the new apparel that went with it received the public visibility that it 
would need in order to be widely accepted. Both of these groups also ensured that 
designers, manufacturers, and other riders would hear of the “problems” they 
experienced as they navigated between their expectations for the machine and the 
realities they encountered, and designers and manufacturers ensured that riders 
would see solutions to these design problems materialized in the technology itself. 
These groups often physically overlapped with one another; for instance, writers 
were often themselves riders. But even when they did not physically overlap, their 
functions overlapped in ways that became apparent throughout the project. Users 
participated in design. Designers shaped use. Public discourse about the saddle 
overlapped with medical and scientific discourse and eventually impacted saddle 
design. In short, customary distinctions between groups and interests became more 
and more difficult to maintain. 
Undertaking a materialist analysis of gender-technology relations helps us to 
blur binaries –user/designer, public/scientific, rhetorical/material—in our 
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descriptions of technological change. This blurring is in line with Latour’s actor-
network theory and with techno-science more broadly; it redirects our attention 
from specific texts or individuals toward the transfer or movement of knowledge 
within a vast, ecological network. In addition, it points to the need to push farther in 
investigating the influence of user activities on technologies—not stopping at the 
point at which a technology is distributed and falls into general use, but examining 
the way that this use evolves in users’ hands. In the years after the introduction of 
the safety bicycle, for instance, women users were still negotiating appropriate 
clothing for riding; their choices continued to influence bicycle designs and practices 
long after 1890 when the first wheels emerged.  
In addition, the blurring of technological binaries is particularly important for 
feminist scholars who seek to recover women’s participation in the history of science 
and technology.  Women’s visibility as innovators, for instance, emerges as the 
demarcation between “user” and “innovator” diminishes to a rhetorical distinction 
with gendered components, and as links emerge between women’s rhetorical activity 
and material innovations. Sewing and adjusting patterns, commenting on 
appropriate dress, describing embodied experiences in ways that complicate or 
contradict consensus among medical authorities—all are practices that generate 
innovation, and that thus encourage feminist scholars to look in new places for 
technological participation in the same way that Patricia Bizzell has urged us to look 
in new places for rhetorical activity more generally.  
For rhetorical theorists interested in materiality, meanwhile, the blurring of 
boundaries within this project demonstrates the centrality of materiality to rhetorical 
activity more generally. The bicycle’s material features, as well as women’s embodied 
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activities of riding and clothing themselves anew, generated and amplified 
arguments that would otherwise have simply been unavailable to those who used 
them to advantage. For example, both the object and the activity of riding facilitated 
changes in doctors’ views of women’s bodies and physical capabilities; the bicycle 
materially suggested physical independence, and women’s practices aboard it 
reinforced this notion. Embodied, everyday activities, then, just like popular texts 
with a general audience, did not only reflect the prescriptions of closed professional 
communities in medicine and science; they also generated those prescriptions. The 
blurring of boundaries suggested by this project, then, demonstrates the almost 
limitless usefulness of materialist accounts of rhetoric.  
 
Conclusion #2: This bicycle case study identifies the diversity of 
perspectives on technology. 
This case study demonstrates that “women” occupied various positions within 
bicycle discourse, just as they occupied various physical positions aboard the bicycle 
itself. In writing about the new technology, as well as in actually riding it, they 
offered a myriad of perspectives regarding the issues with which the new technology 
intersected. Whereas Frances Oakley used her embodied experiences to discredit 
male doctors who exercised scrutiny over the ladies’ saddle choice, Mary Gordon and 
Sarah Gray participated in this scrutiny, using their embodied experience to lay 
claim to a central role in the conversation. Whereas Ida Trafford Bell anticipated that 
the bicycle would lead to dramatic dress reform, other writers celebrated machinic 
innovation for rendering such steps unnecessary, and still other dress reformers 
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distanced their arguments from the machine altogether, in order to maintain the 
political significance of their proposed reforms. Recognizing this diversity of 
arguments and practices reinforces the degree to which, as many post-modern 
feminists such as Elizabeth Flynn have argued, the category of “woman” is far from 
unitary, and that one can no more generalize about women’s arguments than they 
can about users’ practices.  
Such a reading points not only to the diversity of perspectives preserved in 
extant texts, but also to the diversity of embodied uses of the bicycle that emerged 
from those perspectives. That is, women riders not only expressed in writing various 
opinions on the new activity and how it ought to be done, they also brought these 
opinions into their everyday practices. And in doing so, they reveal that what it 
means to be a “user” and what it means to employ material practices are both very 
complicated questions in deed. Hence, the diversity of activities and perspectives 
speaks not only to feminist scholars in rhetoric, but also to STS scholars and scholars 
of rhetorical theory more generally. We see, for example, the inadequacy of our 
understandings of “users,” as commonly figured, in capturing the full range of uses. 
While Nelly Oodshorn’s emphasis on technological “scripting” does much to suggest 
how a gender order is materialized in technology, it does not allow for the diversity 
of actual users. In contrast, Michel De Certeau has noted that even within the 
constraints imposed by established expectations for use, individuals remain capable 
of acts of defiance or of unanticipated use; they might, for example, use the bicycle as 
Annie Kopchovsky did, for a round-the-world trip to demonstrate her abilities, or 
they might simply ride using a men’s saddle so as to achieve greater speed and 
control. The openness of such possibilities greatly enriches the complexity and 
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agency of the category of the “user” and reinforces a greater need to examine how 
technologies fare in the hands of many different users.  
 
Conclusion #3: The bicycle case study demonstrates that feminists and 
other groups ought not shy away from harnessing technological and 
corporate interests for their own purposes. 
The genre of the popular magazine shaped readers’ desires by bringing 
together different worldviews in a situation of productive ambiguity in which old and 
new values were seamlessly reconfigured. Vitality and morality, nature and 
technology, classlessness and opportunities for personal advancement, feminine 
propriety and emancipation—all mingled within this new genre that reached so 
many American homes. Without the popular magazine’s success in spreading both 
general values and specific attitudes about women’s bicycling, the new activity would 
never have expanded so widely in its scope.  Had not the popular magazine conveyed 
to so many Americans that consumption was a viable means of happiness, the bicycle 
would not have gained the foothold that it did amongst women.  In promoting 
material practices, technological or otherwise, politically motivated groups ought not 
categorically fear aligning themselves with larger institutional forces.  Frances 
Willard and her friends, after all, rejoiced that the bicycle craze would “advance the 
physical development of humanity’s mother-half . . . because it [was] in the interest 
of great commercial monopolies that this should be so, since if women patronize[d] 
the wheel the number of buyers [would] be twice as large” (39).  Their observation 
demonstrates their awareness of the propensity for “great commercial monopolies” 
to create unintended, but beneficial, consequences to their actions.  
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By teasing out and describing technology’s effects as they extend into use, we  
achieve a general sensitivity to the complex interrelations amongst gender, 
technology, and the other social forces with which both are intertwined.  In doing so, 
we can take advantage of opportunities that not only move beyond 
utopian/dystopian perspectives, but that are better grounded in the material realities 
in which they emerge. This perspective is certainly productive for feminists as they 
attempt, for instance, to navigate through a consumer culture that often objectifies 
them even as it claims to empower them, or to subject their bodies to a medical 
establishment that has historically objectified them. Ought women attempt to 
construct alternate systems of knowledge-making, or ought they risk transforming 
existing systems through their own interventions? The comparative visibility of 
women bicyclists to dress reformers suggests that interventions within dominant 
systems can be productive ventures, both in attracting wide support and in gaining 
the advantage of added resources.  
Such alliances also provide fruitful study for STS scholars and for rhetorical 
theorists generally. STS scholars, whose projects have been primarily descriptive 
rather than activist, might extend their reach to include projects that take a stronger 
stand on ethical issues. For example, scholars could apply ANT methodology to 
investigate what is gained and lost when a group’s interests are co-opted by 
corporate interests like the Pope Manufacturing Company. Or they might offer 
strategies through which such groups could influence corporate interests 
productively—a move that parallels the one J. Blake Scott makes in his studies of 
HIV home testing kits.  In addition, an emphasis on the notion that social 
transformations occur within material contexts, and are furthered by alignments 
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with powerful interests offering material advantages, reaps rhetorical theories that 
take into fuller account the roles that, for example, the circulation of a text or image 
play in its ability to amplify, complicate, or contradict a commonplace or claim. Such 
theories are crucial during a digital age in which the circulation of meaning is 
occurring through new venues and including a wider array of actors.  
In conclusion, then, this “techno-feminist rhetorical” case study of the bicycle 
complicates our understanding of how gender and technology are mutually 
constructed, demonstrating that the “tuning” process by which this occurs is on-
going, complex, and contingent on external material factors, including both social 
forces and conditions of embodiment. Although they were an extremely varied 
group, women bicyclists at the end of the nineteenth century invested their minds 
and bodies in the new technology’s power to transform their lives.  They allowed 
themselves to both act on and be acted upon by the discourses in which they were 
immersed, but they also sought through their embodied practices to generate a new 
gender order that could not come about through discourse alone.  In short, they 
exercised in full their faculties of observing every means of persuasion available to 
them, and in doing so they secured meaningful changes to the gender order in which 
they lived.  
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